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M y father once said to me : “Why\lo you dance?” 

“I love to move^ to leap, to float . . . well, just let 
the spirit seize me at the sotmd of drums or music,” 
I replied immediately. ."You call it dancing. Father, I call it 
rhythm.” 

That answer, given so long ago, in ‘Torquay Castle’, our 
old colonial house in Bangalore, South India, still seems to 
me the only valid reason for dancing. That my style of 
dancing* is Hindu^ the oldest jpiown surviving technique, 
going back thousands of years, is perhaps not impc^jtant ; the 
fact remains, however, that this wonderful technique helps 
its disciples to express their emotions with great force, but 
a force that is always held in control. 

In this book, as in my dance, I am sharing something with 
you, my audience and readers, and I hope that in this sharing 
you will sense something of the rasas, or sentiments, as we 
call them in India, of love, heroism, hatred, fear, disgust, 
peace, and all the other facets that have influenced both the 
good and the not so good in a life that ever reaches onward 
and upvrard through the Dance. As I dance I now attempt to 
f^rite, and in writing, to create that first ‘rhythm’ that im- 
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pelted my feet and body and arms to rush wildly into a blind- 
ing thunderstorm and dance ecstatically and naked in that 
dangerous ^understorqr on a Monsoon afternoon long) long 
ago wiien I was a little boy. But of that episode more later. 

Ehiring my travels ll^ve been privileged to meet many of 
the greatest personalities of die East and the West. Had I 
not^heen a dancer, an artist, provoking the curiosity of a 
public, would I have met so many of the great? I wonder. 
There was Gandhi in my boyhood days in Bangalore, when he 
vacationed in Nan^i Hills outside Bangalore; Tagore, that 
bearded, white sage of beauty and poetry ; Ramana Maharishi 
of Arunachala, the sage of fhe »twentidHi century, whom 
millions of Hkidus wf re lucky to have met ; my dance Gurus, 
Meenakshisimdaram Pillai and Kunju Kurup. Many more of 
the East also^enriched my life in India, in Burma, Tibet and 
the Himalayas. But above them all stands the love and in- 
fluence of my parents, whom in In4ia we regard as gods. 
And quite rightly too, for they were godly in action, thought 
and lov% towards their family. 

And the West? I love the West. I am happy to be 
‘Westernised’ as some Indians childishly accuse me. Of 
course I am Westernised, br^idging the gap between the East 
and the "^est. I am gloriously Westernised. Being Western- 
ised completes for me the circle of East and West and conse- 
quently gives me the added knowledge and harmony of being 
a complete human being. What untold hours I have spent 
contemplating works of art in the matchless museums and 
^leries of Paris, London and New York, not to mention the 
Hague, Amsterdam and the Scandinavian countries. Could 
my guardian angels have chosen better instructors and 
teachers than Michel Larionov and Gontcharova to tell me 
first-hand of the glories of the ballet, decors, dancers, books,* 
and to take me to 'watch so many classes in the style and 
technique of ballet &i the classrooms of Kchesinska and Pre^ 
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obrajenska and«Voliiune in Paris? And Ii^ercedes De Acosta, 
of the burning eyes and pale face. Could I have found a more 
beautiful person and friend to initiate^e into the mystery 
of the world of art and letters and their chosen personalises? 
Mercedes was to me a ‘Lilac Fairy’ from the Sleeping Reau^, 
bringing art into my life. She guided and formed so much in 
me who was ignorant of art and Life; I owe much to her.^ I 
met her at a party in the hilltop home of*Bemadine Szold 
Fritz in Hollywood. From the outset I could not help feeling 
■*the power of her personal magnetism and I^minediately came 
under the spell of her influence. Through her I came to 
realise our ‘oneness ^ith’ humanity, instead of our ‘separate- 
ness from’ each other. The more readily ^ankirnl realises its 
‘oneness’ the more quickly will the li^t shine within its 
heart. \A^hen that time Bi^lly comes, the “Supreme Intelli- 
gence which dances within the Soul” will reveal itself to us 
in that ‘Rhythm in th^ Heavens’ which we see above. I 
would like to quote from the essence of Ramana Maharishi’s 
teaching, a passage which clarifies his philosophy iml^s own 
words: 

“The body is insentient like an earthen pot, and to it 
there is not the *^1’ sense. But we exist as the self-estab- 
lished Atman, even in deep sleep, where there is^no body 
consciousness. Therefore ‘I’ is not the body. Who am ‘I’ ? 
Whence am ‘I’ ? In the hearts of those who, seeking thus 
with keen insight, stay in steadfast and tranquil abidance in 
the self, there shines forth God Realisation and Enlighten- 
ment, consciousness, self-luminous and perfect.” 

Here is an extract from a letter from another great sage, 
Sri Aurobindo, to a disciple : 

“After all, for the greatest as for the smallest of us, our 
*Strength is not our own but given to us for the ganib that 



xii 


RHYTHM JN THE HEAVENS 


has to be played^ the work that we have to do. The 
strength may be formed in us, but its present formation is 
not iuud — ^neither ^^mnation of power, nor formation of 
weakness. At any moment the formation may change — at 
any moment one s^s, especially under the pressure of 
Yoga, weakness changing into power, the incapable be- 
coming capable, suddenly or slowly the instrumental 
consciousness ‘rising to a new stature or developing its 
latent powers. Above us, within us, around us is the All- 
Strength and it ^ that that we hlave to rely on for our work, 
our development, our transforming change. If we proceed 
with faith in the work, our insfi'umentality for the 
work, in she pov\(er that missions us, then in the very act 
of trial, of facing tuid surmounting difficulties and failures, 
the strength will come, and w^ shall find our capacity to 
contain as much as we need of the All-Strength of which 
we grow more and more perfect yessels.” 

Here l^oth Sri Aurobindo and Ramana Maharishj touch the 
dynamic ‘activity’ of Yoga, and not the ‘escapist’ refuge that 
so many in India and elsewhere believe the teachings of Yoga 
to be. It is Activity, stenu^ging from a constructive contem- 
plation a|id ‘communion’, that these great Masters, like those 
before them, found. And it is that which has constantly 
carried me forward through so many storms on the oft-times 
dark seas of life. If only more people could realise the 
strength and activating dynamism of Yoga, how much better 
equipped would they be to look failure, death and disappoint- 
ment, in the face, and overcome these forces by inner 
realisation of the ‘Absolute Truth’ these masters foimd. 



CHAPTER ONE 


/ Scuv a God Dance 


I T is one of those warm yet pallid Indlw afternoons. There 
is a strange stillness everywhere., A dry Ifeaf scrapes 
sleepily across the parched earth. The sky is changing 
from its vivid morning blue to .a grey coat of afternoon misti- 
ness, a sort of diffused lighting and there is that, for me, 
maddening]^ exciting smell of distant wet earth. Th» winds 
carry this smell so quickly and it comes upon me with re- 
freshing expectancy — a combination of musk and kus-kus, 
mingled with greep grass and warm steam, floating on the 
wind from the rain beating down a few miles a\s<|y in the 
fields and hills near where my home was. But my nostrils 
look for more of that wonderful nature-fresh perfume, and 
more of it is carried on the winds that now blow at more 
frequent intervals. 

My mother^s garden looks from time to time like a still 
water-colour fresco suspended over the earth, imreal. What 
a profusion of colour, yellow and red hibiscus, honeysuckle, 
flame of the forest Gold Mohur, that wonderful tree of fire-red 
^ossoms and grey bark, like smoke. The lawns lie Ii<e jade, 
and li2ards run from comer to comer; the four wonderful 
sifver oaks seem to sigh, their trunks strongly rooted* their 
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tops swaying from sSde to side and I catch a ^in^se of silver 
leaves, against this^low that the sky seems to give to every- 
thing. Fagr away I hq^a rumble of thunder, distant, threaten- 
ing and yet for me s 9 n^ow promising. My blood tingles. I 
know it is going to rain, for it iS the beginning of the mon- 
soons. So at, last I can escape from the guardianship of the 
servants. My stem and ever-watchful father is asleep taking 
his afternoon siesta ; and my mother rests in her rooms after 
‘ the busy activities of house and garden. 

I am free, ,or «^hink I am. Everybody, everything seems 
strangely quiet. A squirrel scurries across the jade green 
lawns, a train rumbles past. I*move ^lently, too afraid to 
upset the SCorm gods, silently dreading, and yet fearfully, 
joyfully expecting a wonderflil cannon ball diunderclap to 
send my blood reeijng and givf me the great thrill that 
thunderstorms have always given me, sending an inexplicable 
sensation of rhythm and movement* that make my body feel 
like bursting vinless I tear off my clothes and run into the very 
midst of that storm and become one with it. r 

How often that had happened in the past. And here are 
the same strange symptoms of another storm, only I hope it 
will be more violent and more elemental and that the 
thundeif^laps will grow wilder and more frequent, and those 
great lightning flashes will last a little longer, for I always 
knew they were followed by the most tremendous thunder 
claps. Yes, that instinct of mine is right. 1 look up, the sky 
is darkening and my worst hopes are to be confirmed, there 
is going to be a very heavy cloudburst. Far s^way I can hear 
herdsmen driving t! e cattle and goats quickly to the nearest 
shelter they can find. Now the tall silver oaks give warning 
that the winds are getting stronger, for 1 see how their silver 
tops blow and bend, the fringe of neem and banyan tre^ 
skirting our garden walls move and sway violently, 1 see a 
shower of rose petals fall from an arbour off the greenhouse. 
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My God, 4et it rain, fiercely, violently; let there be 
thunder and lightning, and let there J)e those wonderful 
rivers of muddy red earth making litt^ lakes and^streams all 
over our ^den. 

“SoDo baba, Sana baba, \#here are you ? Papa will be angry, 
you are not resting and reading your books. Please get back 
to your rest and books in your room.” • • . 1 hear the famjjiar 
cry of Gulab, the grand old Rajput valet-friend-servant of the 
^family. I do the obvious ; I climb up a small tree, laden with 
fhiit and thick protective leaves, a jack fnvt^tcee. Gulab will 
not look there for me. He is bound to go and look in the 
pigeon-house or the poulti^farm at the rear of the house, for 
that is where he has usually found me before.* I must hide 
this time, for I do not want tc^miss this storm and 1 know it is 
going to >( are me to dea^ and frighten me intb a veritable 
ecstasy. I don’t answer, and I see Gulab walk away and 
aroimd the bend of the large, old house. The wind blows 
faster, I rock in my hide-out. One of the older garden 
squirrels bruJies past me as he, too, perhaps seeks sltelter; I 
am still, quiet, motionless. He turns and looks at me, his 
large eyes enquiring and his tail still ; he moves on up and is 
lost in the tree. J feel something rough and slight on my 
leg. It is one of those large lizards, garden variel^, on m\ 
right foot; he looks like one of the prehistoric monsters 
I have seen in the ‘Books of Knowledge’ from father’s 
library and I feel like letting out a yell, but then Gulab or the 
gardener may hear and 1 will have to go inside and rest in 
bed and read } silly book. 

The lizard to my great relief, moves off my leg, looks over 
his sharp fins like a miniature crocodile and disappears. One 
of my sisters comes out of the house towards the tree, follow- 
^g that path in the garden. I catch a glimpse of her and pray 
she will not seek me out. She calls out to the gardener and 
{&sses right tmder the low hanging branches on which I am 
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perched like one ofAhose slender monkep I^see in the Lai 
hagh zoo. Thank Gpd she’s moved off I But our dog, Lassie, 
follows her> sniffs ar^md the bark of the tree* and then looks 
up. She spies me and,, being the sport she is, wags her tail 
and tells me she won’t tell, and without barking, walks off in 
the wake of my sister. Looking up I get one fresh drop of 
rain right into my eye. Quicldy the raindrops follow one 
another on the large green leaves of the jack tree above my 
head, sounding like a lot of little elves and birds scurrying on 
the roof-top of the^ees. It is rain! The air now is thick with 
the incense of the grass and the earth and the strange odoiu* 
of steam mingled with the stficky perfume of trees and 
flowers. N6body can possibly come out of the house now, 
they wouldn’t want to get wen I must bathe in that rain and 
feel one wiQi the trees and birds §nd flowers. 1 start to im- 
dress: off come my shirt and pants, I hide them, or try to, 
from the rain which is now qoming>down in sheets, amidst 
the laigest leaves I can find in the rush of the storm. 

Without a moment’s warning there is the mQSt blinding 
flash of lightning, followed ominously by a thunder clap so 
loud that the tree shakes. I remember stones vaguely told of 
the danger of being under ** tree in the xain and of people 
being stAck dead; in any case I feel so suddenly cold and 
in^tened that I slip down, or fall off the low hanging 
branches and decide to make a dash for the portico. It is too 
late, again the lightning flashes, again the thunder roars. The 
rain is now a curtain of pure blinding crystal so that I can 
hardly see the old house. ^ 

Suddenly I feel warm, my feet itch and my body seems 
vitalised by some shock that touahes within me some long- 
forgotten secret. I paddle madly in the little streams and 
wave my arms around, wildly delighted and happy. I seem to 
be possessed by some tremendous spirit and I cannot direct 
my own body or my own will into anything. I don’t want ko 
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anyway. I jus( tremble in glorious freedom and happiness to 
be alone, all alone in this wild and glorious storm. I catch 
far away, a vague glimpse of the to[|^ff the trees swaying 
violently, agitated and dancing, bending and touching •each 
other, it seems to me, up^n the cldbdk. There is mud and 
slush, fresh-smelling earth carrying leaves and petals of 
hibiscus and rose at my feet, and there is curtain after curtain 
of silver sheeted rain pouring with all God’8 might and glory 
on the parched, quiet, patient earth, and I am naked and 
^happy and dancing, wildly happ) and at one with some great 
force I feel, but do not seek to understand. 

1 stamp, jump, rc41 in th% wAer and the mud, rise and am 
instantly cleansed; and then move around walling and run- 
ning happily. And right in tl\f midst of»this wild cavorting I 
suddenly glance up at the sky. The large drops ^f rain beat 
into my eyes and make them smart,* but this lasts only a 
second and I look up again and see in the blackness another 
flash, brighter than the last,* hear an even more violent 
thunder cl^, and suddenly remember what the Sansk^^it pro- 
fessor working with my father every morning tells me. 
“When you see the lightning flash and hear the thunder drums 
up in the clouds and it rains, it is the God Siva dancing his 
Tandava, his dance*of creation. Tf you look carefull^you will 
see Indra riding his great white elephant Iravata, bearing the 
thunderbolt in his hands; everything in nature is God, look 
and you will see.” 

These thoughts of the words of the Sanskrit professor, a 
Brahmin scholar working with my father, come to my mind 
in a flash. Nothing matters now, for I am free and alone. Far 
up in the sky right in the midst of everything, I am caught up 
in this wild primordial dance of Nature, of Siva, of God him- 
self, and in the wake of this rain and thunder and wmd I am 
transfigured. Some force has entered within me to be forever 
hidden within my innermost depths. This I know, thi*I feel. 
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but cannot quite understand or explain to mysq}f. But I don’t 
bother. I feel a great surge of wild eneqgy and I feel the God- 
suige within me, tHn^gh me, with me in this rhap^pdy of 
rain «nd earth and green and thimderous noise, this madly 
whirling dance of nature in her nvonsoon mood. 

Suddenly I hear a shout : "5ono baba come inside at once, 
your father is getting up.” It is Gulab again. How I hate the 
thought of leaving all that wonderful fresh crystal clear bath 
of God and Nature, but how much more I fear looking into 
the angry eyes of my father and hear his deep voice reprove 
me for having rll>ked catching cold ! Impelled by fear of my 
father I slowly walk, start to*go fowards^the great verandah; 
even the raii^ seems jto have simmered down to less fuiy ; as I 
walk, 1 catch the glint of sunlight coming quickly in patches 
and slipping off the leaves with the water into the wet red 
garden earth like silver. Unexpectedly I feel a rough grab on 
my shoulders. It is Gulab, who shakes me quickly out of my 
day-dreams. “If I tell Papa you know what will happen : you 
will gqf the cane, and you will cry and you will be made to 
stand for one hour in a solitary comer. You know that when 
Father gets up from his sleep every afternoon he is seldom in 
a good mood. Yet, Sana Baba, you never listen to me, not 
even if I ^am you that you catch a bad cold and perhaps get 
very sick. Why?” I resent this chiding. “But Gullie,” my, 
nickname for him, “I will not get sick. Why should I get 
sick? The plants and birds and flowers and trees are cleaner, 
fresher, with the rain and they don’t get sick and I don’t 
believe that 1 will either. Besides, 1 shall save you bathing me 
this evening, for I am much cleaner now than I could be after 
going for my evening bath under the shower in the bath- 
room. Rainwater is warmer, but in there in the bathroom 
it’s colder, even if it is hot, which you tell me it is, but i<> 
makes me shiver.” 

1 look at him an^ I think he sees the sull^ look in my eyas 
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and knows th^t any more talk of my l^^rmless escapade will 
only reduce me to tears and a moodiness that he knows well, 
for he and the other servants complam'that I am very like a 
bull : hard, stubborn and impossible to handle once thetnood 
is upon me. Anyway, h^says notlung more. I am quickly 
led into the bathroom and scrubbed dry with a towel, new 
clothes are brought and I am dressed up. I hear my mo^er 
wake, her maids attending to her, bringing her a pot of 
specially made coffee, and get an aroma that awakens my 
appetite. I find myself hdngry. My sullen mood vanishes, 
now I want to eat, and to drink coffee with Mother. With an 
admonishing finger*from (aulab, I scamper out of the bath- 
room, dry and shining, and run through the (wo rooms to 
my mother’s boudoir. She greets me 'wTith a warm hug and a 
kiss. “Hev, child,” she s^s, “your skin is so soft and fresh — 
and,” with a iwinkle in her eyes, “cold. You wicked child, 
out in the rain I suppose, bathing again ! 1 heard thunder and 
the maids shut the windows for fear of rain splashing on to 
my bed. ^Tell me, was it a heavy fall?” “Yes, pother, 
wonderful, wonderful, and I danced naked.” A deep sigh 
from her. “I tell you it’s dangerous, you may catch a cold, 
don’t you know? ^And you didq^t stand under a tree, did you, 
darling?” “No, Mother, not under; I was hid^g in its 
branches for a while, then I got scared, ran down the tree 
and then changed my mind and decided to stay on and then 
. . . well I just danced in the rain and I feel so fresh and 
much, much cleaner than when Gullie baths me.” 

My mother looks at me long and lovingly, between sips of 
her coffee. Perhaps the taste of that coffee and a recollection 
of her own childhood, softens her reproaches towards me. 
She looks at me, one of those sidelong glances coming out 
from her wonderful face — a glance that is filled witl’ laughter 
and humour. She smiles and then laughs. “Come on, you 
little devil, drink some coffee, only for goodness sake don’t 
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let your father know^«he’ll say I am encouraging you to catch 
a cold, and, instead of you, ^e real culprit, getting a scold- 
ing, 1 shall be the di^ to get the full weight of his ^anger 
and —* — ” 

Suddenly, silently *nj^ father preeps in, like a Rajput 
panther in soft rubber-soled slippers. I always thought he 
wore them to enable him to move aroimd noiselessly so that 
none of us could hear him and this would give him a sort of 
omnipresence in all the rooms of that big house. “You’ve 
had your bath earl^, Bisano, yotfr hair looks damp. Why 
don’t you dry pr<^erly?” I daren’t trust my eyes to meet his. 
“Oh yes, Father, yes, I had a gfrod^ath and I’m drinking some 
coffee; my h^r, oh yes. I’ll dry it; it is almost dry, honestly, 
Father, Gulab rubbed it dry, |ee, feel.” I move closer to 
him. “All right, son, run along and play now, but not out- 
side in the wet garden; play inside on the floor of the 
verandah, and remember, not too much noise ; now go on, 
run along.” 

I gul^ my coffee, and my mother and I look at each other 
and I feel guilty and yet happily sly, for in our gl^ces, un- 
noticed by my father, we’ve both had a joke at his expense, 
harmless and without a wo^d spoken, but Father doesn’t 
know wh^ made both our eyes share, in that second, a laugh ! 

I peep out of a window. As suddenly as it started to get 
misty in the afternoon before the rain fell, it is now sunny, 
warm, blue. How quickly the earth is drinking up the water 
from heaven! It is almost dry again, not quite, but very 
nearly. And I think: ’Perhaps the earth likes to drink water 
as I do, after playing games in the hot sun, only the earth 
drinks more than I, or all of us children ever could in a whole 
year, in one afternoon’s rainfall.’ 

Stepping out on to the verandah 1 see the little birds, all' 
varieties, shiver and shake the water out of their feathers, 
stretching their legs, preening with their delicate beaks the 
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wet feathers.* And I wonder, did the^^enjoy it as much as I 
did? I am sure they did, for their eyes ^em clear and bright, 
and I feel they are happy. Neighlmocing children come to 
play, climbing over wsdls instead of i]^ii}g road and coming 

up the drive to our housed Jumping walls being a quick way 
of saving precious hours for playing, it had become an un- 
written law that for play we jumped waljs, for studies we 
walked the longest distance, to kill time! Then there was 
the gold and red curtain of sunset, swift and quick, and the 
^red setting sun; soon it was night, and the^cold, distant and 
yet bright stars all came out. Then dinner and bed. Tucking 
me in bed that nighT, Gulab didn’t speak a word. I could see 
he was still afraid of what might have happefted to him if 
Father caught me bathing in die rain, and before he switched 
out tho light all he did was wave a threatening finger at me 
as much as to say: “If I catch you next time ...” I fell 
asleep. 

Looking b'''ck upon the gossamer tapestry of my childhood, 
how cleai;)y I see certain pictures. The first pictures are 
those of the beauty of my home. And simultaneously I think 
of my mother and how much she meant to me and how much 
I loved her and h<wv great was the influence of her love on my 
young life. Of course all children, everywhere, should think 
their parents are wonderful, but in India we are taught that 
one’s parents are the earthly aspects of divinity upon earth ; 
they stand on earth for the gods up in heaven, and we should 
touch their feet in reverence on special occasions, and always 
get their ble^ings at every opportunity. 

You see my mother was Burmese, a Karen. And these 
folk, coming fron. the land of Burma, are often called the 
Irish of the East. Only there is more sun shining in Burma 
than ever shines in Ireland for all its magic, and tb' sad and 
grey churches of Ireland do not gleam like the rising, tower- 
mg, gold pagodas of my mother’s country. Burma is a land of 
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sunny people, smiling, quick tempered, hospitable and fun- 
loving, where the women work harder than the men, I was 
always proud of my n^^ther when I used to walk with her in 
Bassein or Rangoon wh|re I went with my parents on those 
few occasions as a child when they took me for my mother’s 
annual visit to her native land. 

yow well I remember her. The walk of Burmese women 
is, I think, the most graceful, dignified and beautiful of any 
women anywhere in this world today, except perhaps those 
of Bali. And ipy ijiother walked *like none other that I can 
remember from ^ose far off childhood days. I recall the day 
she took me to visit the Shwe Da Goan pagoda in Rangoon. 
Her face, usuilly smiling, took on a distant, serious, medita- 
tive look. We went^in a horso drawn carriage. The coach- 
man opened^ the door to us. My /nother got out and then 
helped me out; I couldn’t make the big distance to climb out 
of those high carriages without Moth/jr literally carrying me 
down from the perched body that was the carriage. Then I 
rememlrer she spread her Burmese parasol, a won^prful shell- 
pink affair with large painted chrysanthemums, over us, and 
we walked slowly and steadily up and up those never-ending 
steps to reach the main qpurtyard and, temple of these 
fabulous i/irines. On the way up we met innumerable poor 
people asking for alms. But I had eyes only for my mother. I 
remember tugging at her hand and begging her to allow me 
to buy some marigold and pink lotus and jasmine blossoms. 
They looked so beautiful and smelt so good, reminding me of 
our garden in Bangalore. And then after she had got them 
for me and when the time came for me to place them before 
the altar of Lord Buddha, I didn’t want to part with them, 
and it was only after being scolded and made to feel ashamed 
by Mother that I hesitantly placed them on the altar of the^ 
reclining Buddha. 

I waS always so possessive of the beautiful. I resented any- 
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thing, everything, that parted me fronvwhat my mind found 
beautiful and pleasing in nature and in life. I couldn’t bear 
the night blotting out the sunset, o]^f>eing made to leave 
lakes and the sea by my appointed wards. For^t was like 
going back to darkness a^fay from ttie*beauty one drank of. 
My mother made me kneel at several shrines and burn incense 
sticks. How alluring is the perfume and smell of our Eastern 
Temples, be they Buddhist or Hindu. And what colourful 
places wherein to worship God. Surely God was a wonderful 
•^being full of colour and £P love of ritual and beauty. How 
tenderly my mother explained to me the tCcithing of the Lord 
Buddha during thos% treasi*re(Pvisits to the pagoda, whether 
in Rangoon where our boat from Indja landed, or in the 
interior, sailing up the Irrawjdy river oti our way to Bassein, 
the hoTne of my parents before I was born in IncUa. 

My father settled in Bangalore, India, because the climate 
was so good and Bassein, he found, irritated what w’as liverish 
in his particular constitution. * I was fortunate in that choice, 
for I was the richer for having drunk deep from tj|ie twin 
lands of Burma and India. And, as my mother used to say, 
both Burma and India were the richer and the more fortunate 
for having had Lord Buddha simjplify in his eight-fold path the 
teachings of the ancient books and truths. 

I can never forget the indelible impression it made on m\ 
mind and spirit, as my mother told me, from time to time 
the various stories of Jatakas of Lord Buddha and his spirit of 
love and sacrifice made in innumerable forms and incarna- 
tions before he. Lord Buddha, was reincarnated as the saviour 
of the world,* and my mother told me this was all five hundred 
years before Jesus Christ came to enlighten Israel. “You see, 
darling, two of the world’s great saviours of mankind were 
from the east ; they rose like the sun which rises in ‘■he east. 
And you must try to believe and become one with the spirit 
of these God men, and this you can do if you listen carefully 
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and read when you grow up all their preachings and stories 
and truths from the sacred books of those times. You see the 
Bible and the Dham\3^pada (book of Lord Buddha’s 'teach- 
ings) 'are one.” 

“But tell me, Mother,*” I asked, ?why does Lord Buddha lie 
down on his right side, and why does he wear gold robes, 
and why does he seem so calm and smiling? Shouldn’t he 
loolc worried from telling everybody what to do and how to 
act in the right way? And why do all the pictures and statues 
of Christ show him_ bleeding withlhoms in his head and nails 
in his hands ? AiM why do the pictures and paintings I see in 
the Roman Catholic chapel add school al\vays represent such 
terrible suffcRings?” .These were the recurring questions my 
dear mother was patiently madei.to answer from time to time. 
And she was always simple, directj childlike in her answers 
to me about these perplexing questions that I, her young and 
quenchlessly eager son, kept asking her. And I preferred to 
ask her rather than Father. You see, my father had been put 
right o^ religion by a very strict grandfather. My father’s 
grandfather, according to my father, used to rise at three in 
the morning and take a bath, winter or summer. The winters 
are bitingly cold in Ajmer aqd Bikaneer in Rajputana where 
my father^as brought up. After bathing at this ungodly hour 
of the night, my father’s grandpa, eager to enlighten his 
family would awaken his children and grandchildren and 
eagerly make them sit through the interminable Pujas (prayer 
ceremonies) in which all strict Hindus delight. Well, it may 
have taught the old gentleman a lot about God, but it com- 
pletely put my fath“r against the ritual and complicated 
system of worship. My father always said there was Truth, 
there was Nature, and there was one’s Will, and if these were 
what God gave one, that was sufficient. But he believed that ^ 
idol worship was a waste of time. Instead, he said, it was 
more uaeful to study and work and rely upon oneself. That 
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was nearer Truth and the reason why A%e were bom, and the 
way to achieve success. 

So you see, my father’s explanation of religion or philo- 
sophy to my thirsty mind did not ^liminate me as did the 
method sought by my mother of colourfully and patiently 
explaining the mysteries of Lord Buddha. “One must love, 
one must be tolerant.” Her slanting eyes looked nupre 
Buddha-like than ever as she explained it to me. “You see, 
Lord Buddha himself had gone through torments such as few 
'-can withstand; it was all the more difficijlt ^r him because 
he was bom richer than the richest Indian itaja of today, and 
renounced it all . lAagine toyljody asking you for your little 
toy engines, or your tops or kites that you treasure, how 
would you feel, giving them^up? Well* Lord Buddha when 
he was i’rlnce Siddharth% gave it up. From untold years of 
seeking, suffering and wanderings, the Truth hnally dawned 
on him. And when l\p realised that great enlightenment, 
which you’ve seen depicted on the Buddhist temples painted 
in colour^! frescoes, he gave richly, generously faom his 
knowledge till the day he died and because it is Tmth and 
from God, that giving and that light shine and enlighten the 
path of those who^are tormented in the darkness of their own 
confused lives.” 

My mother’s voice dropped to a whisper. I was ready to 
start crying because of the sadness with which my mother 
had told me the story; it \^as all so touching and so convinc- 
ing and true. “But, Mother, everybody wants to be happy, 
why isn’t everybody happy all the time, always?” I asked 
impatiently. My mother looked at me again and I thought 
somehow that her look reminded me of the reclining 
Buddha and his benign glance, filled with compassion and 
love. “But, my child. Lord Buddha’s path and t-iachings 
unfold the greatest, most undreamed of happiness in this 
vfrorld. He who follows his teachings becomes the hippiest 
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person on earth. Don’t you want to be happy, my son?" 

“Yes, Mother, always happy, nothing but happy, but bow?” 

“Lord Buddha sai(j^|^at anyone who would weed out from 
his mind and heart all ^atred and evil thoughts and all bad 
desires, and replace them with good thoughts and worthy 
desires, and fill his heart with charity towards others, and 
compassion towards suffering people and animals and life in 
general, while cultivating a sense of detachment from all 
worldly possessions, then that person awakens the Divinity 
within the spirit yid within the Self. And only then would 
the greatest peace and happiness follow simultaneously, 
instantly.” 

“Really, Mother?” I said. “Is that true? Then may I give 
away to him who asks, whatever he wants?” I clutched my 
mother’s arfh asking her this, impal^iently waiting for a reply. 

“Well, jes, my son, it is by gi\ing that one pleases God.” 



CHAPTER TWO 


{)ebut 

H IS HIGHNESS the Yuvaraja of Mysore lias heard that 
you have some talent as a dancer, and wants you to 
appear this evenyig and dance at the balita Mahal. 
There will be a few people — about a thousand or so. It is 
very intimate and private. I believe the Viceroy will be there 
too. He is flying from Delhi to the special Durbar that the 
Maharaja, fhe brother of the Yuvaraja is attending. lt*s going 
to be d very special night. Besides, according to the astro- 
logers, tonight the night of the New Moon, the time is 
Auspicious and thg omens arc gfod.” It is my friend Devara- 
jurs Speskin of the Royal House of Mysore speaking 

‘His Highness wants me to dance,’ I mused to myself, 
thinking slowly. My heart nearly burst at the very thought of 
dancing. A small party — ^just about a thousand ‘intimate’ 
guests! What could I w'car? No head-dress, no jewels, 
nothing reall And for music ? So went the c^ er-increasing 
circle of my thoughts, causing my head to reel with giddy 
anticipation. But I would do it. It was a challenge. It did 
not matter how — but I w ould try, and if the worst happened 
I could at least have fallen flat on mj face and e\en th' t would 
be excused, for no one would say I was cow'ardly and that I 
lacked the courage to' try? 
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Later that aftemcon I asked my fnend Devarajurs how 
would I, how could 1 dance? Did he realise my pathetic 
costumes ^d head-messes and bells were himdreds of miles 
away in Bangalore? “D<p’t worry. Ram,” he said. He picked 
up a telephone and rang the Palace, that great big myriad- 
lighted, garlic-domed and onion-roofed building with a 
million lights. “We are coming now. Yes . . . some jewels, 
pearls, emeralds and rubies, also some of the golden head- 
dresses that are placed on the Palace gods on festive days . . . 
yes . . .” Her<? he^cupped his hand over the phone and turn- 
ing to me, said: “You’ll be ready to go right away, won’t 
you? You can select the things you want to wear from the 
treasure-rooKi.” All this quite casually. Then into the phone 
again to the Palace: “Yes, we^ll be along in half an hour.” 
Silence. Not even a raised eyebijow. Just like that. The 
‘things’? What were these ‘things’ anyway? I could not 
dream it possible. But I did hear what he had said. And he 
was a man of his word. 

We jvere driving down the beautifully lit avenqes and laid 
out flowered gardens. We passed gaily lit fountains illumi- 
nated with concealed electric lights as their sprays shot up 
amid the flower-bedecked squares, and faf away, hanging in 
the backdrop of all this was the pearl necklace of lights that 
covered the Chamundi Hill. But somehow everything blurred 
in my mind. “Watch out, there’s a villager in the way ... a 
child. . . .” There was a loud screeching of brakes, a hideous 
swerve. It is over now I thought, something terrible has 
happened. Either we are in a ditch or someone is killed. The 
car stood dead still. The driver, all turbaned and liveried, 
shot out and rushed to the back of the car. I opened my eyes. 
The strain was too much for me . . . my thoughts were 
already working me up into a frenzy of excitement and here, 
this wretched, awliil accident had happened. And surely 
someohe lay crushed, dead, mutilated behind that car. My 
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nerves were strained to bursting. My friend Devarajurs had 
jumped out of the car. I turned round and gazed out of the 
back. And there, grinning sheepishl^^ was a villager, his 
child and a white cow. The driver was using rather heady 
language in that dialect, but I could see that made the peasant 
haugh more, as the little child clung to his legs, and my friend 
the regal and blue blooded Devarajurs, maintaining the 
dignity of the Royal House, surveyed with an affected calm 
the whole scene. 

The cow was not amused. It just kept swishing its tail to 
drive away the annoying flies. Its jaws chewdd some invisible 
grass and the big belt tied asouifd its neck jingle-jangled as if 
it were walking through some quiet mountain iglade! This 
was too much. I dashed out qf the car ahd rushed out to my 
friend, sli''uting: “Go on, ^ teach him a lesson . .» . he’ll kill 
himself next ti.ne. The cow is sacred, but he must learn 
road sense. There is that little child with him, but he stands 
like a blithering idiot, laughing. . . Before anyone could 
stop me I l^pt at the bamboo stick the man was holdjpg and 
severely belaboured him. “Now tell him” I said to the 
chauffeur, “he must remember that the life of a baby and his 
own are as sacred as that of this^cow.” To my exasperation, 
this had induced an even greater sense of amusement in the 
peasant’s face. He laughed at me without any malice or anger 
that I had whipped him. The child cried. The cow chewed 
away at its invisible grass. 

“Come on. Ram, we are already late for the treasure- 
room.” We returned to the car and sped into the enormous 
arches of the ?*alace. Dazed and angered, my heart beat fast 
with excitement, was only another two hours before I was 
to dance, and there we were casually mounting the heavily 
carpeted stairs of the Palace as if we had just driven t irough 
the ^rdens. And there had nearly been a terrible accident. 

Now before me, as’the doors sprung open, lay the |ewel- 
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room. How can I (describe it? Laid out in a profusion of 
shapes, sizes and colours was every conceivable kind of neck- 
lace, ring,^ anklet, ^-ring, head jewel and armlet that you 
could imagine. Under the naked and harsh electric lights 
they all invited me to wear them< Each jewel seemed to cry 
out to me to take it for the forthcoming dance. But I went 
for the most beautiful coloured gems. I chose some walnut- 
sized emeralds that looked like bits of frozen deep sea water, 
blood-red rubies the size of grapes and masses of pearls. Also, 
some of the beau^fully enamelled necklaces. “You will look 
like the Tanjorb Ikons of the Boy God Krishna — onlj you 
won’t steal the butter, you’ll steal the htarts of all those who 
watch you dance tonight,” Devarajurs exclaimed. I was too 
excited to answer. 

My cheeks were burning hot now. I was so little. Barely 
a boy. This was too much. I remember an hour later wear- 
ing and wrapping round my loins some gold and white silk 
cloth, tightly. I remember somebody anointing my body 
with sj^idal paste. And then the sudden shock rny body got 
when those fabulous jewels touched my warm flesh. They 
were cold. They made me shiver. But truly they were 
wonderful to look at! Locking into a mirror, I could see 
them ta|j,e on a new life. It seemed that for me the air was 
electric with something unusual that was about to take place. 
“Please, Devraj, give me something to sip, I am parched. 
Water, lemon, anything, but quick!” I gasped. I was about 
to go on. The first notes had struck. “Here, take this ivory 
stuff. It’s not whisky or brandy, it’s from apples and it’s 
more bubble than a’cohol,” and he handed me a crystal-cut 
glass that looked like a jewelled half-open lotus flower. 
Without a thought and in complete trust at what he said, I 
took one long, deep draught of the stuff. For a few moments 
1 felt nothing. Then my head began to see stars. Were these 
great t;handeliers hanging above me or were they real stars? 



DEBUT 


19 


My feet were like a winged eagle. I the contact of my 
soles on the wooden floor. Something within the pit of my 
stomach began to palpitate. And I thoi^ht that was how the 
big engines that I saw hissing along the rail tracks must feel 
. . . that is, if they could f^l at all. ^y*fect itched as though 
^hey were electric. There was that big Indian orchestra play- 
ing an Indian melody, and there 1 was spinning wildly dancing 
as Siva, God of the Stars and the Moon. And believe me — I 
have never felt so near the stars as I did then; I was actually 
■dancing with them! I pliJtked the Crescent moon, wore 
that in my hair and made the most violent and passionate 
embraces to a big-b«3somedtfnvftible Goddess called Parvati, 
the Wife of Siva, in this mimed dance of mine. I felt all fire. 
My body bent, swayed, leapt* and moved around that room 
like some niece of golden silk blown by the winds. And then 
I stopped. 

For a few moments there w'as an ominous silence. Mv 
God, did they not like my dance? It was no good? I knew it, 
I did not have my usual costume and the Royal Fanyly had 
seen their priceless jcAvcls and were angry? Suddenly, like 
some deafening thunder clap the applause started from the 
raised dias where the Royal One^were seated, and as if taking 
their cue from them the ‘small intimate party’ of a thousand 
or more guests started clapping, shouting and stamping on 
that enormous sprung wooden ballroom floor. I remember 
now, one of the drummers of the orchestra, seizing a stick 
and lashing at a drum in a frenzy of applause and excitement. 
I bowed. Sweat pouring from my body, I was led away b\ 
Devarajurs. ftis arm possessively held my hands, squeezing 
them till I felt one of the dragon rings studded with rubies 
bite into my fingers. 

That ‘bubbly’ stuff which was neither brandy nor vhiskv, 
was something I had never drunk before. It w^as called cham- 
pagne. It gave wings- to my feet and gave me courage and 
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spirits I never knew existed within me. And it certainly 
served the occasion in giving me that extra ‘something’ to 
dance the way peojl^ later told me I did. They said I was 
‘possessed^. In India, when someone does something very, 
veiy extraordinary to music or drums in the presence of a 
crowd, it is often called ‘possession’. It i«i either a Rakshasa 
— a devil, or very rarely a Deva — an angel. In other words it 
was either a devil or an angel. It was an angel that possessed 
me, so I was told. I could not have cared lessl But again it 
was that same feeling, though different in a way, as that 
‘dancing in the fain’ that had seized me in that thunderstorm, 
only that dance seemed a loiig vjfay away from this dance. I 
was naked ii\,that one, whereas now I did have a few emeralds 
and rubies to cover 'me besides the loin cloth of white gold 
and silk. 

“Come, Ram, the Royal Ones want to see you. They are 
pleased with you. Very pleased. Don’t forget, address them 
as ‘Yes, your Highness’.” Again I was led away, dressed in a 
large ^arlet shawl. “Remarkable performance. Ram Gopal 
. . . my brother tells me you are hoping to revive the male 
forms of temple dancing. Very good.” How kindly the great 
Maharaja looked, his eyes brimming with laughter in a mouth 
that pu^ed itself shut with control. “You’re a genius! 
Wonderful ! I’ve never seen anything like that dancing either 
here in Mysore or elsewhere. Come and see me before the 
Dasserah is over.” It was the Yuvaraja, brother of the Maha- 
raja and father of the present ruler of that state. How glori- 
ously generous he was. Like everything else about this 
handsome and kindly person, everything he said, all he gave, 
whatever he touched, was from the heart. Big, warm and 
human. No wonder he was so beloved by the peoples of 
Mysore State. He had dash, elegance and a romantic aura. 

The Yuvaraja was my first royal patron. And how grateful 
I was dor his interest and encouragement. 1 noticed on that 
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first occasion when I danced at Lalita Mahal, that always 
hovering around the Yuvaraja was a bevy of beautiful women ; 
blondes, brunettes, redheads, Austriami' English, French and 
Scandinavian. The Royal One chose h* entourage like some 
racehorse owner would gick horse? . ‘The best, and most 
•beautiful, besides the most eleg^t. And why not? Were 
they not happy to be favoured by so gracious and handsome a 
monarch as this Royal One? 

I hid all of this excitement and adventure from my father. 
1 He would, I was certain, be furious. But later I told Mother 
secretly and quietly when the whole houlehdld had gone to 
sleep. She was amused and^elighted. Her long slanting eyes 
sparkled with joy that her son had evoked so much en- 
thusiasm. She never dampened my spirit, or my desire to 
dance But Father! I was up against a stone wall. His son 
take to dancing? That ignoble and vile art that had so fallen 
from its original pedestal and purity, which onlj temple 
prostitutes danced, and offered other services with their body 
not strictly • onhned to the art of Hindu Natya. Unthinkable ! 
“Why do you run around half-naked m those draughty rooms? 
Don’t you know you’ll get cold? All this monkeying and 
dancing? Why don’t you go and play tennis or study or go 
for a walk?” He could never understand me as Mother did 
It was no use, I gave up trying to argue or talk him into my 
way of seeing things. Mine was a world of dreams made 
manifest when my body moved in rhythm to the dance, and 
Father’s world was far, far removed. 

Months later I was sent for by my friend, Devarajurs. The 
Yuvaraja hadYequested that I dance again at a garden party in 
Bangalore. Would I do it? Of course I would. Father would 
never find out. It was exclusive. Besides, his world of 
Sanskrit pundits and literature was far removed from that of 
the court circle of the Royal One. I agreed to dance. The 
time was between five and sundown. Flares were lit,in this 
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beautiful garden and banked by flowers on either side. To 
the music of drums and flute 1 was again dancing as Siva when 
from somewhere frolQ out of that golden dusk, like the .crack 
of a whip, came thewoice of my father. And he shouted, 
make no mistake of thafl How h^got there, what the Royal 
One thought about the enraged parent, I w'as only vaguely, 
told. It seems that some Brahmin in the staff of the royal 
household had told some Brahmin on the staff of Father’s 
office that a singularly exact double of his son was dancing. 
This particular Brahmin on the staff of my father had told my 
father, so they^cfgone along to have a look. I never found 
out how they got in. But at*any^ Indian. function ‘by invita- 
tion only’, then as now, be it a wedding, a Durbar, a funeral 
or just a house party, anybody who really wanted to get in 
was never turned away from the gates of the party giver. But 
when I had heard that voice boom across the heads of the 
Royal Ones and the respectable seated and silent audience, I 
quickly parachuted to earth, leaving all those stars and moons 
hanging in the sky of my dance. More quickly than any jet- 
crashing pilot, head-dress and all leapt with me in the most 
agile swiftness over innumerable beds of flowers, hedges and 
fountains! I took all in my stride. I took a circuitous route 
and instead of choosing the guarded entry* of the gatew^ay, I 
decided to take the nearest tree to the lowest wall. Quick as 
Hanuman, the monkey God, by some miracle, still perching 
my head-dress on my head, I was up and over that last hurdle 
. . . only to be confronted by a two-mile journey in the 
darkening night to my home. I do not think Roger Bannister, 
at that age and in th( se circumstances, precarioftsly balancing 
a head-dress on his head, could have made it with greater 
speed. Poor Siva, in full flight 1 Traffic stopped, cyclists 
turned, and pedestrians froze on the wide avenues of the road 
Siva had decided to take for his flight. Undaunted, but 
droppijig with exhaustion and short of breath I arrived home 
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again over a wall. Straight to the fountain in the garden, a 
great gulp of water and like some trained tiger I sped up to 
my cage, my room on the first floor o^the house. 

The sequel is not without humour; Father stormed back 
roaring like some Rajput Jion whosti cub had disgraced him. 
I saw the headlights of a car swerve up the drive of our house. 
I heard Mother’s eager questions. The secretary of the Royal 
One had been sent post-haste to appease the wrathful father 
of Siva, and with the personal assurances that it was only by 
‘royal request’ that the boy had danced, did Father’s temper 
abate. I think he was secretly amused. T-fe*must have been 
impressed by what he sav^ ftit something of the Rajput in 
his blood must have revolted at seeing his son jlancing nearlv 
naked in front of the citizens^of his home town, thus bringing, 
as he thought, disgrace upon his name and family. Yet with 
it all he was, I am sure, amazed that tlie Royal One had taken 
a personal interest in asking his son to perform. Perhaps, 
after all there was something* in it all. . . . Perhaps . . . but 
nonsense, i ^ son must be an Advocate . . . never, never the 
degrading profession of dancer. . . . 

But somehow^ I was a^ determined to dance as Father was 
determined that I should not. After all, his fiery blood ran 
in my veins, and add to that the Mongolian streak from 
Mother’s side. Yes, I would . . . and if he cast me on the 
streets, well what was so wrong ... I would dance in tlie 
streets, anywhere . . . but 1 musi, I would dance and nothing 
would stop me. “Mother, why does Father want me to do 
something I do not love or want to do? I would work all 
day and nigHt at practising and dancing and I don’t care if I 
never get paid, but wh^, oh why can’t I dance and w^hy must 
he be against me?” Time and again this was the theme song 
between son and mother, and as often mother wxiild come 
back with the quick rejoinder: “But of course you must 
dance. You will admit it is different from studying law which 
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Father wants you to do. And you know, son, that the reports 
coming in from your school are absolutely shocking. Only in 
English, drawing and ^istory are your results favourablev In 
evetything else the teachers complain that you stare into 
space and wait patiently ^or that ej'ening bell to ring. That 
you take no interest at all in your classes and that always your 
mind is far, far a\vay. So be patient. Certainly dance. But 
let time console your father and leave the rest to me. I’ll see 
what I can do with him.” 

Leave the rest to her ? How often I had heard that from her 
when any of thel^rge family wanted something out of Father. 
Mother always exercised her jtotett charm over Father. 

Of course I, danced again . . . privately. For garden fetes 
and parties, for palace parties by.moonlight and torchlight, in 
drawing-rooms and in half-ruined temples, dimly lit by oil 
lights to the heavy odour of incense and jasmine. And come 
what may, this is what I wanted to do and would continue to 
do. And I did. I think Father knew. But he pretended not 
to noticf . 

Then one Saturday afternoon as I was lazily resting under 
the spreading shade of a low hanging jasmine-scented arbour, 
the postman came-towards m^e. He had a blue letter in his 
hands. It^was for me. I turned it over, wondering who 
would want to write to me. It bore the royal crests of 
Mysore. It could be from no other than my Royal Prince 
himself. I guessed it was going to be another invitation to 
dance again for some big Dasserah Festival, or big festival 
event. I opened its pages. It was a letter from the Yuveraja 
himself asking me to ^ome and see him at an appointed time 
and date. 

“I have been thinking over for some time the possibility of 
taking a troupe of representative musicians and dancers to 
Rome and England and possibly Paris. Europe has never seen 
the dances from our state. I plan to take some hand-picked 
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musicians and other folk dancers and I would like you to lead 
the dancers. Would you like to come? It will, you under- 
stand, take some time . . . plans haveco be made.” 

“Oh, yes please. I would love to come. Of course I’ll 
dance, it will be an hondbr. Are we leaving soon?” I asked 
enquiringly. 

“Oh no, plans may take six months, possibly longer. I’ve 
so much official red tape to wade through for sanctioning 
finance and other matters. But don’t worry. ... It will be 
soon enough; time passes. . . . Glad you’i^e«eagcr and ready 
... I knew I could count on )|pu.” 

My mind filled with excitement. Europe? London, Paris, 
and then to dance in Rome possibly for His*Holiness, the 
Pope? Suddenly I felt that time was short. Besides, while 
these plans were being made by His Highness, I would have 
to get costumes. A bold thought seized me, and taking my 
courage into both hands, I openly asked : “Your Highness . . . 
while there is i he planning and this wait . . . over the period 
of time « . . in the meantime ... I ssonder? Oh, but 
I . . .” the words faltered and froze. I could not make up 
my mind to ask what I wanted; what occupied and worried 
me. 

“Yes, go on . . . what is it . . . you know you fan talk to 
me and I can advise and try and help you.” 

I thought — I may as well come straight to the point. “Your 
Highness, you see ... it is like this . . . Well, I don’t know 
how to begin. . . . Well er . . . I w'ant to work till I drop 
. . . you knqjv how I have tried, you have been so kind . . . 
but, you see, I have no costumes. Not really. I cannot ask 
Father; he has given nearly all of his considerable fortune to 
my elder brother. There is nothing left for me. My mother 
has no money. . . . And — ^well I need money for buy ing head- 
dresses, costumes, instruments . . . and I would be so grate- 
ful if you could help me to get them. Oh, don’t w'orry. I’ll 
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repay you.” I had finished with a sigh of relief. Thank God 
that was over. 

“But of course, my hoy. I’ll do what I can for you. No, 
don’t bother to repay m%.. Your dancing is sufficient repay- 
ment. But never stop learning, g<T on and on, and promise 
you’ll revive what has nearly been lost in Mysore State, in 
fact most of South fndia. I’ll give you a few thousand rupees. 
Buy yourself all you need.” And that was my first ‘angel’. 
Given with a blessing from the heart. My face must have 
conveyed to him«hOw earnest I was. My spirit soared with 
joy. What glorious costumes^I would create and make and 
buy ! With winged excitement I lound myself gaily walking 
down the long, long drive. It was a pleasure, anyway, for the 
grounds of his palace were so beautiful. I had walked up the 
long driveway. I felt a bit shabby iif my clothes, which 1 had 
pressed and cleaned to the best of their possibilities. But my 
cycle on which I had come to visit this King? 1 could never, 
never let him see that. I could not cycle up to the stairs of a 
castle and since I did not have a car or the money tosiire one, 

I would leave it outside the palace gates and walk instead. 
Far more dignified.^ Much more simple. And that is the story 
of how the great Yuvaraja bedanie the first ‘patron I had ever 
known. I’oelieve his good wishes and blessings carried me a 
long way. 

Two thousand rupees ! What a fortune that amount was to 
me then, in those years of the early ’thirties. What miracles 
I planned to achieve with them. Of course the first thing I did 
was to run straight back to Mother and tell hertlv; good news. 
Within my bosom, held safely in a bulging envelope, \/ere 
those green notes, like freshly-mown grass, I thought, only 
they would do for my dancing what grass would never, could 
never do. They would buy me the much needed eejuipment 
without which I could really do nothing. 

I searched the lanes, streets and narrow alleys of the 
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market in Bangalore and found all the jewellery I needed, the 
silks, the various materials necessary to make head-dresses. 
I did not like what I saw some of tfcfe folk and traditional 
dancers wearing. They looked like something imposed upon 
them by Victorian missioflaries. After all, the English mis- 
sionaries discouraged any form of Indian dancing as ‘devilish*. 
Where could I look for my patterns and jewellery designs? 
The big library in the park, accessible to all students. And 
there I went day after day, week after week. I got hold of a 
‘ big book, with actual photographic studies* and details of 
hand mudras and jewels. And I noticed its author’s name 
was Gangoly. I met him years later and told him how his 
book had guided me in the choice of my first coftumes. “You 
couldn’t have chosen better,* Ram. After all, they’ve been 
made and fashioned by the greatest artists of their day, and 
anything you have duplicated and copied from those bronze 
images, sculptures and*the frescoe paintings that abound in 
South India p.id other parts, too, must be the most accurate.” 
How right my intuition was in guiding me to c6py the 
costumt‘S of the Gods Siva, Krishna the Blue God, and Vishnu 
the preserver, to mention just a few names. 1 drew designs 
and traced others,#and then carjJully took them to the crafts- 
men I discovered, patiently sitting hour after houi^, in thc.r 
shops in dirty little back streets. Together we worked out 
each detail of the costumes. I w ould dress exactly like those 
wonderful dancing gods. After all, the dance was dedicated 
to them. And Lord Nataraja, God of the Dance, or Siva, as 
he is also caljj^d, what could be more authentic than to copy 
his costume? It had been there almost since the dawm of 
Indian Art, thousands of years ago. 

In addition I had the idea that going first hand to the 
temples of Belur, Somnathpur and Halebid in Mysc.o State, 
would also give me ideas for costumes. The more I saw of 
their traditional costumes, the less I liked them. My reason? 
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I saw nothing remotely approaching the refinement and 
beauty of the temple sculptures and bronzes. And that, to 
any discerning eye was easily noticeable. Besides, then as 
now I wanted to move Jike the birds and tree-tops and fish 
and snakes and animals I loved. * Who could watch their 
breath-taking grace if they were enciunbered with clothes ! 
And those gods on those temple walls frozen for all time in 
bronze, marble, ivory and wood, would be equally ill at ease 
if clothed. So let me be as naked as the bronze images 
allowed! Nob©^y» no Hindu, at any rate, could criticise 
such costumes, for after all it was those self-same and semi- 
naked divinities to whom they ml^de oblations of milk, rice 
and flowers afid prayers. And that in the beginning, was how 
I came to fashion my costumes.* 

I danced everywhere and anywhere for anyone who invited 
me. My means of locomotion was my cycle. Tied securely 
behind were my costumes on. a carrier. And my beloved 
friend Krishna Rao, a superb dancer himself today, and my 
boyhood friend, would cycle side by side with me* He was 
the drummer. And what glorious times we had together. I 
would get a little money at these various recitals, also cakes 
and tea. But it was not that tfiat made me Jiappy. it was the 
fact that icould dance for people. The look on the faces of 
so many caste Indians seeing a boy assume divinity, and 
dancing for them on some green lawn in a garden was some- 
thing I could never forget. Amusement, horror, disgust, 
finally interest . . . and usually at the end of the performance 
complete approval. , It was new to them. Most Indians in the 
Mysore State referred to what they had seen of their native 
folk dances as ‘Jungle dances by jungle people! !’ “But your 
dance. Somehow it’s different. Something quite new. More 
like the Gods themselves. And well . . , we just love watch- 
ing you dance, ...” Encouraging words ! And I danced again 
and again tirelessly. 
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I combed by cycle, foot, bus and third-class train, in those 
days, every village, every comer of Mysore, Malabar and 
Tanjore district. The money I got fr^m the Royal Prince 
was serving me in good stead. I determined to make good 
use of it. Each of the villaf es I visited had a wealth of dance. 
Temple dancing, folk dancing, street dancing. A former 
principal and teacher, a Mr. Pie, a professor from Cochin 
attached to one of the leading Emakulum Universities, told 
me of the wonder and dynamism of Kathakali dancing. My 
■first initiation into this unusual dance style v^as at the local 
town hall, where a troupe were performing. Mr. Pie took 
me to sec it. The crude* singing of the musicians jarred 
on my nerves, and the costumes and repetitive <juality of the 
dancing became monotonous.* But where in all of my life 
had diunioung ever created the thunderous effect that the 
Chendai and Madallam did with those powerful clashing, 
giant-sized cymbals? And some of the whirling movements 
of the dancer,, magnified by the particular Vasco da Gama 
skirts with the wild shrieks and shouts of the dancers, 
and the incredible language of the hands, made an un- 
forgettable picture on my mind. I determined to learn 
all I could. 

A third-class ticket, scant information, notebooks and 
pencil in hand, with a pathetic roll of bedding and a pillow, 
and off I went to the Kerala Kalamandalam School of the 
eminent, kind, laughing, humorous and very lovable poet 
genius of Malabar, Vallathol. How childlike he was ! How 
readily he smiled, always for everyone, whether talking to 
some untouchable seeking advice or taking orders, or whether 
to one of the high-*_aste Brahmins visiting him. Always and 
ever kind, laughing and charming. He made a lasting im- 
pression on me. The way he watched those perfor -ances, 
like a child lost in the world of a fairy-story, his eyes riveted 
on the dancers, whether at rehearsals or during an alF-night 
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performance. Here was what I wanted. Vallathol was a Guru 
to be respected, loved, and from whom to learn. He was a 
storehouse of infomcation. His poems, little snatches of 
which his sons translated for me, were full of wit and humour 
and truth. Then there was at Ihis Kerala Kalamandalam 
School, Mukunda Raja. He was more serious, less easily im- 
pressed and seerriingly more critical than Vallathol, but very 
erudite, nevertheless, in the great traditions and literature of 
Malabar. He was the right-hand man of Vallathol in reviving 
Kathakali. Tlys whole school was dedicated to its rein- 
carnation. 

The ‘school’ 1 must hastily 4dd was a pale bluo-coatcd 
‘choonam’ |iaint-washed building of some dozen or more 
rooms that housed kitchen, costumes, offices and some living- 
rooms, all very ascetic and simple. lOutside, at some distance 
from the school, on the right-hand side was a thatched shed 
about half the size of a shrunken tennis court. The floor was 
watered daily and flattened dowm and washed over with cow 
dung. «And clad in white loin cloths, pupils and»Guru, or 
Maestro, would go through massage, eye exercises and the 
like, about which 1 will write later, and also full-length dance 
dramas, either in part or whole, before the critical eye 
of Vallatliol. Again and again day after day, month after 
month. It took seven to eight years to get a good outline ! 
No student ever laughed or smoked or joked. There was 
deep reverence in their whole attitude to learning this sacred 
art. And how they worked ! 

It was here that I first met the greatest lining Kathakali 
actor-dancer, Kunju Kurup, and Hari Das, his son. I also 
saw the late Ravunni Menon, noted for teaching his men to 
dance like men. In fact his style was considered so virile and 
masculine that few of his pupils could keep pace with his 
exacting demands. There was the other teacher, Ambu 
Pannilcar and a host of other lesser-known but accomplished 
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dancers. Gopinath and Thankamani, who later became 
palace dancers in Travancore. Kalyaniamma, one of the few 
jiving women then to dance Mohini Attam, a sort of mixture 
between ‘Deva Dasi Attam’ of Tanjort^and Kathakali. Most of 
her love songs (Padams) wef e taught her by my great teacher, 
Guru Kimju Kurup. He was and is unrivalled, not even re- 
motely approached for the refinement, suggestion, humour 
and beauty of his ‘abhinaya’. What a great actor! 

There was every sort of folk dance that one saw from the 
various regions of Malabar itself and performed on various 
occasions. And this school, so simple, so dedicated was set 
amid thickly wooded casunna, mango, coconut and rice- 
studded groves and fields. And how it rained ! One moment 
the sky w^as blue. The next •instant there would be black 
clouds. hcaL'j of thunder »id lightning, and branches ripped 
from their trees, uprooted coconut trees, and roofs ripped 
off their humble dwellings; thjit was w^hat the sudden rains 
did during ^lonsoon time. And snakes! They crawled 
around everywhere, of every shape and si/e. 1 remember 
how scared I got the first time I had a lesson, Avhen gazing 
at the thatched roofing of the dance studio, 1 beheld a 
pair of murky, yellow topaz-ccilourcd eyes looking rather 

“A snake!” I yelled, leaping lightly out of the shed. 

1 aughing my teacher said : “Oh that, it’s Ananta, the rat- 
catcher. Don’t worry, he w on’t bite. In fact, wx feed him !” 
I grew used to and friendly w ith Ananta, but only after a long, 
a very long tiipe ! 

When training under my gurus in their own towns I went 
to bed with the chirping of the birds as they settled them- 
selves in the branches of the surrounding ban\an and cashew' 
nut trees between seven and eight o’clock at the I ..est, in 
the evenings. Hardly had my hea<l touched the woven mat I 
slept on than I would fall asleep. And always in my sleep I 
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■was some God destroying all the dark devils that kept arising 
out of the shadows, or Rama, hero prince of the epic Rama- 
yana, wandering in £prests accompanied by the beautiful Sita. 
Inevitably at two o’clock in the morning in the pitch black of 
our Indian night, 1 would feel the light touch of Kunju Kurup : 
“Son, get up, you’ve only half an hour to arise. Bathe your- 
self with some Welter and come and have some coffee or milk. 
We must work hard today." “We must work hard today.” 
How many days, how many weeks, months, years, went into 
those words “We must work hard today, you’ve so much to 
learn”. 

Shaking myself out of sleep and fatigue, I would drag myself 
fumbling toVhe well, haul up buckets of cold water and often 
give myself a good splash with a bucketful of water to shock 
me into full wakefulness, and thew rub myself down quickly 
with a towel. The nights at that hour in South India are chilly. 
Then, wearing my dhoti, a piece of white cotton around my 
waist and legs, I would go to the place of instruction. 

In tke simple thatched cottage of this great teacher, lessons 
began with eye practice. And often, I could not help feeling, 
had a third party seen what went on betw een my great Guru 
and myself ‘making faces’ by the light ©f kerosene lamps, 
they wo«ld have thought us quite mad. Kunju Kurup, with 
his right hand raised and forefinger extended, would move 
his arm with a circular motion first to the right, then left, 
then cross-ways, forming the figure eight and such-like 
patterns; all this sitting about three feet away from me. 
Without mo\ing my head I had to follow with;tny eyes alone 
every single pattern that he traced with his forefinger in the 
air. How my eyes watered ! But no matter, 1 could not stop 
to wipe away the tears that inevitably came during such 
practices. The more my eyes wept, the more certain Kunju 
Kurup was that I was performing these rigid exercises 
corredtly. After about an hour and a half, with perhaps a 
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quick interval or two in between, and after streams of tears 
had flowed from my eyes, Kunju Kurup would say : “The ghee 
I’ve used today must be good and mucl^fresher than yester- 
day’s, for your eyes are redder and you’ve been able to go on 
much longer today.” By hi^side was a green banana leaf and 
by the end of the hour and a half of eye exercises the leaf 
would be empty of its spoonful of pure ghee. Most of the 
eye exercises had three tempos: slow, faster and very fast. 
But how refreshed and strong I felt at the end of these prac- 
tices! And how my eyes gleamed, like two lights burning 
from within and filled with fire. I used to be%o fascinated by 
them that when 1 caught a glimpse of them in a mirror they 
seemed truly to belong to those Gods my great teacher talked 
about ahvays. It was with a start that I realised they belonged 
in my o',vi. face I 

Towel wrapped round his head as was his custom, Kunju 
Kurup would now move closer to me and I could see by 
lamplight even' single expression of his eyes, shining too, 
and feel hi^breathing. Taking what remained of the ghf e, he 
would then massage my entire face and neck with his own 
hands, using all the muscles that give mobility to the face in 
the expression of the Kathakali c^^nces: above the eyebrows, 
beneath the eyes, the cheeks, over and above and belj^vv both 
the lips and the sides of the neck. Then a specialised assistant 
of Kunju Kurup, a masseur trained in the science of the Ayur 
Vedic medicinal methods, would come in. After covering 
me liberally with gingelly oil, a sort of mustard oil streng- 
thened with herbs and having a strange odour of its own, 
peculiar to Malabar, he made me lie face downwards. The 
masseur would ther , with his right foot massage my spine 
from the base up and then round in semi-circular movements 
on both my right and left sides. This would be re' eated 
right down to the extremities of my arms and legs. Then I 
would be made to turn over and, excluding the face the*same 
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movements would massage every single muscle of my body, 
the masseur supporting himself either on a bamboo stick to 
maintain his balance, or often holding on to some part of the 
low hanging thatched roof and maintaining an even balance as 
both feet worked on my body.,, This finished, and feeling 
extraordinarily light and toned up, I would be asked to rise 
and go through ,a lot of postures and rhythms that made for 
flexibility and a controlled co-ordination. 

With the first light of early morning breaking in through 
the small windows, Kunju Kurup would order some fresh 
milk to be boiltd. While this was done I would take another 
quick bath and be ready in £l few minutes to join him for this 
early morning breakfast. Then he would tenderly ask me: 
“Did you sleep well last night?” Looking at him with sur- 
prised confusion, I would catch his eyes laughing, but his 
face was absolutely immobile. It was only by the corners of 
his mouth where I looked to see what mood he was really in, 
being the superb actor that he was, that I would know he was 
having a mild joke ! There would be a one-hour break till 
about eight-thirty and then back again to the earthen floor, 
which is supposed to take the heat out of one’s body and to 
be strengthening to the legs for the strenuous practices that 
went on all the time. 

“Today you will be Krishna and 1 shall be \our poor child- 
hood friend Sudama who comes to beg for alms.” Or, “You 
shall be the beautiful maiden Damyanti and I shall be your 
handsome prince Nala, and I want you to convince by every 
look, gesture and expression that you are truly, deeply in 
love with me.” Occasionally he would saj^: “We’ve had 
enough of love this past week; now you shall become the 
terrible Ravanna and we will do battle.” And so it went on, 
right through the varied and rich pantheon of Hindu Gods 
and demons. I was made to think, act, feel and become each 
of them and to believe that I ‘was’ some Divinity or Devil. 
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And I did. Most of the characters we enacted came out of 
those classics that every Hindu is versed in, the Ramayana 
and Mahabharata. When it got too hot at a little past midday 
we would retire for yet another bath, ^y way of a change I 
would plunge into the cogl waters of a running stream or 
rivulet. Then a light lunch eaten off banana leaves and a rest 
for an hour. Then back again, inevitably, to more practice 
until early evening. 

After dinner in the evenings we would sit cross-legged on 
-the floor or on wooden stools and Kunju Kurup would teach 
me the hand gestures and facial expression oifly. These w^ere 
the ‘Mudra’ sessions. Mu^ra^ arc the elaborate gesture 
language of the hands by which the dancer tells. a story. In 
the four main schools of Hindu dancing there are some five 
thousand single and combined double-hand Mudras, or 
gestures that have to be learnt precisely to produce that 
‘flow’ that is such a characteristic of this form of dance. 

Kunju Kurup kept repeating* to mo: “You must become, 
you must concentrate and feel so intensely all I tell you when 
we are working that you are not conscious of the self. The 
self is forgotten, unimportant, small, of this world. But that 
‘other self’, the God you are portraying, must come to life 
by sheer wdll-power and concentration, and this isjx)ssible 
only if you are completely lost in the rhythm of the moment.’’ 

In my dance of Siva’s Sandhya-nritta-murti, the dance that 
Siva performs at the setting of the sun, ‘He, Lord of the 
evening dance’, I could not help feeling in this purely personal 
dance creation of mine, in which I used the Kathakali tech- 
nique, that I w%s on Mount Kailasa, those peaks first scaled by 
Tensing and Hillary In this dance I had to convey the gentle 
rhythmic movements of the oceans, the winds and the 
twinkling stars of the evening and show the benign asr ;cts of 
Nature at her best. With only the black cunains behind me 
I so immersed myself -in Siva, the Divine Yogi, that I really 
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felt I was sitting in ccanplete isolation on a solitary peak of 
Mount Kailas, 1 was detached, free from all worldliness, lost 
in^a deep meditatioi^ arising slo^y to set the world to 'sleep 
and to take and absorb into mysdf all the suffering, tragedy 
and worry of the worlA. How c^uld I convince an audience 
that I was a God unless I had bewitched and enchanted my- 
self? As Arnold Haskell, the critic, says : “You convince me 
only because you yourself are filled with conviction.” And to 
achieve that, what a lot of endless work and study, suffering 
and jealousy, it had cost me in my young life ! And what a 
little I had really known, and how despondent it would make 
me, 'dien as now, when I think* of the little I was fortunate 
enou^ to learn from my masters, as compared to their vast 
oceans of knowledge. 

For dancing is truly a visual ‘^rhythm of magic’. As in 
Yoga, the dancer approaches, becomes ‘one with’ the Divine. 
I have often felt myself enter another world. The magical 
sounds from the clash of the 'cymbals, the plaintive notes of 
the V^ena and the throbbing golden beats of the Mridangam 
accompanying the songs of the Gods which the musicians 
sing, liave all opened the ever present ‘invisible dimension of 
another world’ . ' 

I remember the first time 1 danced on tlie black cylindrical 
marble floor of Belur, that ancient Hoysala monument built 
by a king and queen for both of them to pray, meditate and 
dance on during various temple rituals. What a trance I fell 
into ! I was conscious of the music, and of the silent faces of 
the Indian spectators for a few brief moments, and then 
gradually they seemed to dissolve, and in th^ir place I saw 
only mists and I was back at the very beginning of creation 
when man’s body sang in an ecstatic trance through the mute 
language of the dance. 

'Whenever I could I watched dancers and dances in their 
own setting. I saw the Ramanattam, the ‘Ottam Thullal’ solo 
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village dance, half clowning, half satirical and the solo male 
dance, ‘Seethan Gal Thullal’ in which the dancer reminded 
me of a frilled lizard with his freshly ^ut and ornamented 
arm, head and wrist — the ‘jewels’ were made, I was told, 
from the tender bark of tl|^ banana trunk and also from the 
coconut shoots. In the temples itself I saw the ‘Chakyar 
Kuttu’ temple dance drama, recitations, chantings and 
mudras with elaborate facial expressions. 

Male dancing is predominant in Malabar. It was and is still 
'■men who were and shall ever be the ‘Gurus’ or teachers. 
This I found out later on w as true in every Aspect of Hindu 
traditional art, be it music, JaneSng, literature or Yoga. Now 
and again a freak w'ould appear, and learning from these male 
teachers in Malabar, would give a good imitation of how 
masculine a woman could attempt to be. But it was rare, 
though not unknown. I am talking here about women taking 
part in the traditional Kathakali dance dramas, make-up, 
costume and all. From first-Kand knowledge, I know that 
any female studying, say, under Ra\unni Menon or^Ambu 
Pannikar, two of the teachers at the school of Vallathol, 
would be completely ‘spoilt’ for learning any other ‘las\a’ or 
lyrical type of Indian dancing. However, suth a view is un- 
important, for it is the male dancer that is and evej will be 
supreme in the Kathakali dance. 

In Tanjore I remember seeing in the sillage of Soolaman- 
galam the full-length dance dramas enacted with masks, head- 
dresses and make-up, a dance style called the Bhagavata Mela 
Nataka. In a way, this style is reminiscent of the Kathakali 
dramas. Only the music is more refined. The style of this 
Tanjore dance drai la employs the very stylised and angular 
movements peculiar to this ancient dance tradition. And of 
course there was the ‘Dasi Attam’ — the female cr irtesan 
dance of Tanjore. 

My guru, Meenakshisundaram Pillai, and Ponniah Piilai of 
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1880 West Main Street, in Tanjore, told me that the Solo 
dance known as ‘Dasi Attam' was drawn up and created by 
their ancestors, a loi^ line of dance instructors deriving much 
of their style and inspiration from the Bhagavata Nataka Mela 
Dance Drama performed by the ^rahmin Priests. Today my 
good friend E. Krishna Iyer is again doing valuable research 
work in this ancient temple dance drama I had seen there so 
long ago. In Kumbakonam I saw Varalakshmi and Bhanu- 
mati, two sisters perform this ‘Dasi Attam\ It was as delicate 
as the finest brush strokes of a Moghul Court Painter, as 
refined and languid as the Temple frescoes of Ajanta. They 
made an unforgettable imprf'ssii^n on me. 

I saw otl^er forms of folk and temple dancing and ritual, 
too numerous to mention. Suffice it to say that after a period 
of studying first hand and seeing the great dance traditions of 
the south I was now, thanks to my Royal Prince’s patronage, 
well equipped to give recitals of my own. Being bom of a 
Rajput father I yearned to go to Jaipur, Ajmere, Bikannecr 
in the^north and study my father’s regional and Tribal court 
and folk dances one day. I had come back with notebooks 
full of the most complicated dance patterns, symbols, c iphers 
and scribbling all of which was only decmherable to me. It 
was my own method of notating all I hacl seen ! 

Traveling third class in those uncomfortable and badly 
ventilated compartments, going by foot through the most 
remote villages and through jungle pathways, by bullock cart 
and on horse-back, searching, seeing, studying and working, 
had all helped me to absorb the atmosphere of my beloved 
south into my pers^onality. 

Unlike other dancers before me, I was the first to be 
privileged to give all honour and due to whatever I was able 
to learn from the feet of those great dance masters who were 
the treasure-houses of knowledge and learning. And it was 
only Jater, much later, when I toured India in several nation- 
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wide tours that I took along my guru, Kunju Kurup, with 
me, and talked, lectured and demonstrated with him in the 
Sanskrit universities of Allahabad, Benajps, Lahore and other 
centres in the north of India. The amazed students and pro- 
fessors of those univcrsitic)! had the first-hand experience of 
seeing something that they never dreamed existed : a supreme 
dance style, mime, gesture, expression and technique that 
moved them all, cvei^vvhere, to wonder. This, aside from 
the public seasons I gave everywhere in nearly twxl\c nation- 
wide tours, from the tip of Ceylon to the far reaching theatres 
or halls of Peshawar and (rom Bombay to C^cutta. 

I was back in Bangalore.# “Ybu look like a creature pos- 
sessed,” said my parents and sisters. “What hap]>tinecl ? What 
is it that makes you look so happy?” 1 told them for long, 
Icmg 'iOUi'., sitting at dinner, at lunch and in that beautiful 
garden that Mother had created. Then 1 danced for them in 
a converted hot-house that I had lit with c'il lights and con- 
verted into a AV of improvised dance studio. And they were 
seeing lor tiie first time how serious was their youngest son. 

“His Highness wants vou to come and dance.” Fnigmatic, 
smiling, happy, it was my friend Oevarajurs again. Nothing 
more, nothing less. Just that. Come and dance! Perhaps 
all this time he had been gOi)d enough to wonder |bout the 
little boy he had patronised and helped, who had gone oft 
searching for the dance. It could be that he wanted to sec if 
all that time I had been awav had been put to good use, and if 
so, w^hat I had made of it. 

“When?” I replied. “Any time you wish, any evening after 
ten, that is,” replied my friend. 

“But I am in bed by nine,” I replied. 

“Then you’ll have to make it later. His Highness wants to 
see you dance, and dance you must for him. And ou vvdll 
have to make the time suitable to him.” 

“All right,” I said. “Let me know when.” 



40 KHYTHM IN THE HEAVENS 

“Let’s make it Saturday." And that was how that Saturday, 
days later I danced for my Royal Prince and Patron. 

“You’ve done woq^ers. Ram Gopal. I wish we didn’‘t have 
to wait so long now for that European tour which I spoke 
about to you before. But all thifi red tape and official this 
that and the other. Sometimes I wish . . . sometimes I wish 
I were just an oi*dinary citizen to do as I please.” 

He looked both pleased at my dancing and impatient at the 
slow, inexorable machinery of officialdom that seemed, I 
sensed, to be holding things up. 

“Your Highndfes, how long do you think we may go on this 
tour and possibly when?” 

Impatiently, but kindly, looking at me, he answered: “I 
don’t really know. Six months. Longer maybe. Years lor 
all ‘they’ care . . .” He broke off. “Have a drink. Ram Gopal. 
Let us drink to your future.” More of that ‘bubbly stuff’ was 
ordered. It was champagne. I lo\ed it. I knew that this 
connoisseur of life, wine, women and song, would want and 
have nothing but the best, and believe me that pre-war 
champagne really made one see stars. It lifted me right out of 
myself. 1 felt floating. 

Destiny and late had other plans for nae. I had danced in 
Novemb|*r and December of 193b at the large local theatre, 
called the Opera House, which showed Metro hilms. Here 
one day I danced at a charity performance. I was so grateful 
and so encouraged. Mr. Cooper, the Parsi Manager, had 
become good friends with me. A few w eeks later I was at the 
Cantonment station seeing off a friend of mine on her way to 
Madras. Her train had left and I was walking back towards 
the exit. There was a tap on my shoulder, it was Mr. 
Cooper, the Parsi who owned this so-called Opera House. 
“Come and meet the dancer. La Meri” . . We walked across 
and were introduced. A well-built woman in her mid-thirties 
stood*in front of me. Beautiful blue eyes and the figure of a 
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tennis champion, an athlete. The most nasal drawl I had ever 
heard issued from her in a friendly greeting. 

Daily after that, during her season a* the Opera House in 
Bangalore I taught her all she ever kpew of Kathakali, as she 
had never been to Malaba#, did not intend to go there, and 
preferred to learn, anyway, from me directly. Finally it was 
decided that after hearing her enthusiastic talk of her forth- 
coming Far East tour, my parents agreed that I could join her. 

“Of course, you understand that you will not be paid any- 
thing. Your father can give jou an allowance and after we 
reach Japan, by which time you will learn all there is to know 
of stagecraft, you will be Jjaitf a salary.” Those were the 
kindly words of encouragement I got fromP her Italian 
husband ! 

“He 11 be begging for his return passage in a few months,” 
said my father as I got ready to depart. But my mind was 
made up. I would join her. It would mean the hard way, 
the going w r ulcl he tough, but I was determined not to flinch. 

I have heard a lot of people talk about the discomforts of 
touring the English prosinces. I have toured around them 
three times myself. But belies e me, the) spell luxury with 
all their distomfoist and squalor when compared to touring 
and living in the kind ol ‘Dug-out Digs’ I lised, trawlled and 
worked under at this time. Perched high up on her loaded 
lorry full of costume trunks, to and from boats and stations, 
sweeping the stage, and helping to clean, put up and remove 
her black velvc't tabs, thecc and lots of other Jobs were mine 
during that period of apprenticeship. We visited all the big 
cities in India and then from Calcutta went on to Rangoon, 
Malaya, java, the Phillipines, China and finally Japan. Every- 
where I was studying the dances which this dancer attempted 
to learn. 

“It’s just a routine ! I have a knack of picking up, notating 
and getting the proper costume,” she would say. In my 
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opinion she completely ignored the spiritual and mental 
attitude and consequently her interpretations were more 
mental than ‘under tile skin* studies, authentic as they Were. 

Everywhere I absorbed the atmosphere of all those great 
countries of the East. Always *1 visited every temple of 
antiquity, and every museum, and I studied and absorbed not 
only the dances,* but also the spirit underlying them all. In 
her Hindu numbers, we danced to ‘canned’ music. We got 
rave notices, as also did my solos ‘Siva’, ‘Indra’ and ‘Pea- 
cock’, Kathakali-styled dances. 

It was an exciting lesson to watch La Meri put on her make- 
up, or should I say change her fiice with the Hick of an eye- 
brow pencil’and lipstick to suit the numerous characters she 
attempted to portray. I thought how intelligently and 
swiftly she changed! She w'as a h'ula dancer one moment, 
then Spanish the next, and as quickly changed to Russian 
ballet technique. Now she appeared as a Mexican doing the 
‘Jarabe Tapatio’, dancing on the brim of her hat, then she 
was a ‘Nijinski faun, a Marwari Nautch woman, a Burmese 
belle, a Javanese princess, the Spirit of a lake, a mechanical 
straw doll, mechanical lifeless, still. I am only mentioning a 
few of her numbers. There were dozens more of these three 
and foun minute ‘numbers’ that filled her seemingly inex- 
haustible repertoire of dances. I began to think as time went 
on, as we moved from country to country, that there was 
something very entertaining and clever about what she did, 
and she did it with every ounce of conviction and sincerity of 
which she was capable. But I felt that if it tool^ Pavlova a life- 
time to perfect one technique alone, as it did with Nijinsky 
and Karsavina, and my great masters in India, how could any 
dancer attempt to present an ‘Evening of the World’s 
Dances?’ 

Nevertheless, the first-hand experiences I had of watching, 
learning, working and suffering the most abominable dis- 
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comforts compared to home all prepared me for the future. 
So many Indian dancers want the ‘soft way’ and imagine that 
fame, success and money pour in at the hox office by the very 
fact that they have to just appear and^dauice and that they will 
get the ‘red carpet’ treatiticnt from press and public alike! 
Many Indian dancers suffer under this misapprehension and 
the few who have tried have had disastrous results, unless 
like Uday Shankar they started learning from the beginnning 
with humility and hard work. 

The tension and uneasiness I had unerringly felt, broke in 
Japan. We had given three public recitals at the Hibiya Hall 
in Tokyo. Naturally 1 had dhneed my best. This was the very 
first time in the history of the Japanese Theatre that a Hindu, 
dancing his age-old legends, had appeared there, and I would 
become ‘'iva himself. 

“You must always tiy and give everything to the public, it’s 
all that counts, hones.” In this way La Meri told me in that 
Texas drawl <hat 1 had to ‘do mv very best!’ Well I did. 
And I rode stiaight into a black and turbulent storm 

It all happened because a critic, voicing his opinion in the 
leading Tokvo paper had written the following: 

“The closing section of the recital was given tc^six racivl 
dances, of which the three Hindu numbers and the 
American Indian Hoop Dance starring. In this part of the 
programme, the audience in no uncertain applause demon- 
strated their unreserved admiration for Ram Gopal. . . . 
Without c^uestion he is the drawing card tor these dance 
recitals, Tokyo has never been privileged before to wit- 
ness such skill a’ld genius. He is the Soul of Genius, a born 
dancer, and has the physical form of the perfect dancer: 
He is beautiful to behold in every movement. One re- 
gretted much that he was limited to one meagre solo 
dance and one performance with La Meri, The atldience 
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vigorously demanded an encore from the Hindu, but it 
was not granted. 

“La Meri is a p^fect dance technician, but her mbve- 
ments and interpreta^ons failed to arouse enthusiasm in 
this reviewer, though she is delightful and enjoyable. Her 
physical proportions are not adaptable to beauty in the 
form of dancing. Her conceptions are intellectual to a 
high degree but lack somewhat in soul.” 

The name of the critic ? An Englishman, I. J. lisher, whom 
I had never bef6»; heard of or met. Friends said that he had 
written rave notices about vJrgeyitina, the Spanish dancer, 
and about Pajlova on one of her last visits to Japan, but this 
was one of the finest. 

Here is another review from the Musical Courier, dated 
November ist, 1937, titled: ‘Amencan Dancer Scores’. 

“An American dancer, La Meri, with her Hindu protege 
Ram Gopal, gave three recitals at Hibiya Hall. La Meri 
pleased ihe few people that came. The Hindu is a genius 
in native dances of his country. Already, la Meri has left 
for America and for some reason Ram Gopal is left 
stranded here and is being cared for by the local Hindus.” 

All this ‘skill and genius’ left me one morning standing on 
a street comer. . . . All I had was two boxes of costumes and 
the suit I was wearing. I was waiting for friends who would 
come and take me in their car to the house of an old lady. 
The day before my Indian friends gave me some money . . . 
told me not to worry . . . whatever happened they would not 
let me down. I could count on their friendship. 

How those parting words rang in my ears : “You can dance 
your way back to India doing cabaret in some hotels, maybe 
you’ll get engagements. . . .” With these words, the troupe 
had packed and left for America. And I had dreamed of 
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dancing in America. Instead I was standing on that street 
comer, waiting for my friends. What if they did not arrive 
. . . where would I go, what would I dc*. . . I grew panicky. 
The warnings of my parents rang in gny ears. Should I wire 
back to Mother and Father^nd tell them that their premoni- 
tions and warnings were right? Tell them that I had failed, 
though why, I could not understand, could not grasp. Search 
though I did, I felt innocent. I had worked hard, practised, 
taught this dancer everything of her Kathakali dances she 
knew, partnered and arranged all the choregraphy of the two 
numbers we danced in, and had helped backstage in every 
single job given me. I had Bone my best to please my elder 
employers, and yet the more I did, and the betfcr I danced, 
as I was urged to in rehearsals, the more unfriendly they 
became. A.nd I was put ir^o this plight apparently because of 
that review in the papers. How I regretted that review ! And 
I kept thinking: ‘God moves in a mysterious way His works 
to perform. . . ’ Well, that Great Father would have to 

perform a ver), very big miracle to save me. 

Had I only known that this drastic twist of fate, seeming so 
overw'helming at that time, was in fact to change the whole 
course of my carecf, my life, and my art! My star was in the 
ascendant. I was in the agony of rebirth, for as the tear> 
filled my eyes with homesickness and I was in the depths of 
despair and loneliness, the stars above were dancing. I had to 
summon up all the teachings of the Gita, and Eight Fold Path 
of Buddhism, with my recollections of the Sage of Aruna- 
chala and all his teachings of the insignificance of the Self. 
Over and over again I kept searching out, repeating and 
chanting to myself the passages of these holy scriptural say- 
ings, hoping to get comfort from them. But tiy^ as I did, the 
words were empty, cold, meaningless and hard . . even 

cruel. The fact remained that I was starving, penniless, 
hungry and cold. 
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The long, tiring Far Eastern tour and the dangling hopes I 
had been led to believe would crown nty months of hard 
work, teaching and k>yalty, all lay shattered. So this was my 
reward ! I walked as fart as I could to the nearest park, and 
there sitting down alone on a belkh, I rested to review my 
plight . . . tears came to my eyes, I tried to fight them. It 
was useless. My* will-power could not stand it any longer. I 
broke dovm and cried ... all those pent-up feelings of 
humiliation, frustration, fear and failure gripped me. I felt 
hot all over. .Perhaps the shock has caused this, I thought. 
It was instead a good blazing fever that was to lay my body 
down for a good long rest in beo. That night, a kindly lady, 
Mrs. Casey,* put me up in her home. The next day I became 
worse. Mrs. Casey had met a Polish journalist, Alexander 
Janta, poet and nobleman of an ancient Polish family. He 
heard what had happened. Realising she could not do much, 
as she was poor herself, he invited me to take one of the 
rooms in his little Japanese house. There, for several weeks 
I lay ill. But with the kindly and restful attention of my 
friend, I grew stronger. To me that period was a nightmare 
, . . and to this day the recollection of those times fills me 
with fear and disgust. Shortly after ray«.recovery I met an 
English ^gentleman, John Gadsby, legal adviser to the British 
Embassy in Tokyo, who was living there with his family in a 
house crammed full of the most wonderful Chinese Jades and 
Japanese works of art. Unhesitatingly he offered me all the 
help necessary. This was to be utilised for touring Japan, 
America and Europe if I so desired. Later I wjs told by John 
Gadsby that I could go to India and gather a troupe there for 
touring the West. Perhaps God, the Father in Heaven, had 
made the miracle come to pass. This was it, for even when 
things seemed darkest I met two of the most wonderful 
friends a yoxmg l?oy could have. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Indian Dancing and its Adaptation 
for the Theatre 

S INCE the dawn of Indian civilisation, thousands of years 
ago, daiuing has been a part of the life of Hindus in the 
north and south of that \ast subcontinent. To anybody 
seeking a clu_ to the Hindu dance, it is well worth while to 
study in minute detail the ancient South Indian Pallava and 
Chola bronzes depicting Siva, God of the dance, poised in 
his tremendous dance of Creation, Preservation and Dcstruc- 
*ion. The fluid lines, so lithe and yet so powerful of the 
entire body, the static expression of the face, and^he sym- 
bolic hands holding the sacred fires and promising salvation, 
all express dancing within the Torana (arch of fire); and 
surely this is the most majestic conception of the rhythmic 
movement of the universe. There is on view at the Indian 
section of thc^ Victoria and Albert Museum, one of the finest 
South Indian bronzes of a danc in? Siva made by Indian crafts- 
men centuries agci. All Indian dancing is uoven around the 
Lives of the Great God Siva, the Divine Dancer whose dance 
depicts the cosmic universe in Action; Krishna, 'he Blue 
God, or Divine cowherd of North India; and Vishnu, the 
Preservei of this Earth. 
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An apt description of Siva’s dancing, and of the God him- 
self, reads thus : “The movement of whose body is the world, 
whose speech the sUlci of all language, whose jewels are the 
moon and the stars.” There are a number of other gods and 
goddesses following in an endles^ train, performing various 
dances. The male deities perform the Tandava (masculine) 
style of dance, and the female the Lasya (feminine) aspects of 
this rare art. Parvati, Mohini, Sarasvati, Kali, Lakshmi, 
Urvashi are some of the notable goddesses, and Indra, Arjuna, 
Vishnu, and Ganesh, some of the gods. 

The traditions of Hindu dancing go back into the remote 
past, and it is hard to tell how* much of the divine origin 
attributed t6 the gods themselves in teaching the dance is 
myth, and how much fact. One can only look into the San- 
skrit works in some of the grert university libraries of 
Tanjore and Malabar, Benares and Baroda. As the genuine 
and classic dance stands today in South India one can trace its 
origin back to the Natya Shastra, the monumental and ancient 
text dealing with dancing music , rhetoric, grammar and 
allied subjects. It is clearly pointed out in this great work 
how the dancing came to be taught on this earth. Indra, after 
many meditations and prayers, was allorved the vision of 
Brahma,*rwhereupon he asked Brahma to teach him for the 
benefit of Mortal man a new Veda (science). Brahma created 
the Natya Veda, or science of dancing, and entrusted Bharata 
Muni, a great sage, with acquainting mortals with it. Hence 
it 'has been known up to the present day as Bharata ’s Natya 
Shastra, meaning the science of dancing as laicj down by the 
sage Bharata. The three forms of dancing expounded in this 
great work are Natya, which is drama, plot and story; 
Nrtta, pure dance or the release of energy through a series 
of rhythmic dance steps, and Nrtya which possesses 
flavour, suggestion and mood. And all the above styles of 
dancifig have their Tandava (masculine) aspects, and in 
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their more delicate forms the Easy a (feminine) aspects. 

There are four main schools of Indian dancing today. The 
Kathakali dance dramas of Malabar pe^rmed by an entire 
troupe of dancers and musicians are all male. The Kathak 
dancing of Delhi and Jaipur which is mostly a solo dance ; the 
Manipuri dance of Assam, lyrical and graceful in character; 
and the Bhagavata Mela Nataka Tanjore, all-male temple 
dance drama. 

All Indian dances have a definite theme, unfolded with 
-jrhythmic sequence of music expression (abhinc^a) and mudras 
(symbolic hand gestures of one or both handS). The Rasa^ or 
Mood, is the basis of all Indian Sance. Rasa means, literally, 
essence or flavour. Nine dilferent moods cov^ the whole 
gamut of emotions employed by the face of the Indian dancer. 
They arc follow'^s: 

I. Shnn^aiay the Lrotic Sentiment 

2 RuJiQy the hurious Sentiment 

3. Veeia^ the Heroit 

4. VibhasQy the Disgusting 

3. Hasja, the Comu 

6. j^aruna, the Pathetic 

7. AdbhutUy the Marvellous 

8. hhayanakay the Terrible 

9. Shantiy the Peaceful 

All these nine sentiments bring into play the ejebrows, c)e- 
lids, nose, cheeks, lips and neck, ol the qualified Indian dance 
artist, in exact rhythms and harmony with the symbolic 
gestures of the hands and the rhjthmic beats of the feet. 

The dance drama of Malabar, dynamic and potent with 
meaning, is known as Kathakali. It is a complex ar , com- 
bining abhinaya (acting), dancing, and gita (music). It is a 
pantomime wherein the actors interpret their thoughts and 
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emotions through the highly sensitive medium of gestures 
and extraordinary facial expressions, perfectly intelligible 
even to the unmitigated. This style contains an elaborately 
codified system of expression, silent, yet far more eloquent 
than speech. There has long been a controversy amongst 
scholars and critics of South Indian dancing as to which is the 
older dance of ‘Malabar — Kathakali, or the temple dance 
known as Kodiattam. Both employ very much the same tech- 
nique, gesture and expression. The chief differences are in 
the musical accompaniments and themes. The Kathakali 
orchestra is coinposed of three musicians, a vocalist who 
sings the story enacted by iSie dancers, and two drummers 
playing respectively the Chenda, and ModJalam, two cylin- 
drically shaped drums that are capable of the most subtle 
nuances as w'ell as dN'namic sounds. 

J •» 

A few hundred miles to the north of Malabar one sees an 
entirely different type of people and the form of dancing 
known as the Bhaga vata Mela Nataka, and the Dasi Attam. 
Until yery recently, the art of the Bhagavata Mela Nataka and 
its solo courtesan derivative dance, the Dasi Attam, had been 
performed by temple dancers. In the Bhagavata Mela Nataka 
of Soolamangalam one sees the Tanjore equivalent of the all- 
male K^hakali dance of Malabar. Only the music and ges- 
tures and costumes are less dynamic but more subtle and 
hieratic, in gesture and expression. In its cruder Tanjore 
solo dance, one sees the Dasi Attam, the dance of the temple 
courtesan or prostitute dancing to ensnare the beholder with 
sensual grace and charm with an emphasis on the Shringara 
Rasa (Sentiment ot the Erotic). Of the two 'Tanjore styles 
the all-male Bhagavata Mela Nataka is by far the superior in 
that it represents all the nine rasas, or sentiments, like the 
Kathakali dance dramas, and another aspect is that this higher 
form of Tanjore temple dancing allows only men to per- 
form.* Female characters are impersonated by men far more 
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effectively than by some modem female exponents of Katha- 
kali, who give a crude performance ‘impersonating* male 
Kathakali characters. 

Kathak is the dance art of North India. It is performed by 
both sexes and once flouri§hed in the courts of the Moghul 
Emperors. The technique is vastly different to other types 
and there is a strong Moghul influence in dress and ornament. 
Let us watch a Kathak dancer in a performance. Still as a 
statue, the dancer stands with feet crossed, the right arm 
extended from the shoulder, the left held over the head. The 
plaintive notes of a Sarnagi (stringed instrument) accom- 
panied by the rhythmic beaAs of the tablas (drums) stirs the 
dancer to mobility. As if touched by a breath qf wind, in a 
second the body swajs and stirs gentlv, a ripple runs down 
the arm^\ the e)es sparkl^e and come to life, the eyebrows 
arch, the bodv gradually awakens to activity. As the arms 
trace sinuous patterns, the ankle bells send forth jingling 
sounds, first faint and then loud. Faster and faster move the 
feet and in even rhythm \v ith them the svv iit lightning turns 
unfold the skirts of the costume as the dancer ^v hirls and stops 
and starts whirling again. 

The Manipuri School of dancing in Assam is chiefly notable 
for its softness and sweetness. It emplovs in its feminine 
aspects great hrical beautv, and (luiditv of anns and body. 
When well danced, one sees the dancer travel imperceptibly 
from one movement to another without actually being aw^are 
of the transition. The face is always mask-like, unlike the 
three other schools of dancing. The tanda\a aspects of this 
dance are performed with great power and require skill and 
lightness of foot in execution. One notable feature of the 
tandava form of this dancing, is the semi-seated posture in 
which a man executes the most incredible spins, le*ps and 
jumps with comparative ease. But here again, as in the 
other schools of Indian dancing, great skill and restraint is 
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required, and it takes as many as eight years to become an 

adept. , 

It is in the remo(|i villages of Southern India, Tanjore and 
Malabar, the colourful villages of Rajputana, and the wooded 
villages of Manipur that the diighcst possibilities were 
developed and preserved for centuries down to this day. It 
is here that ancient dance lore handed down from father to 
son, both written and unwritten, has preserved in all its full- 
ness and profundity of histrionic expression, the strength and 
beauty of the art of Nataraja, God of the Dance, who requires 
that his discipibs serve him in all simplicity, their souls 
pulsating with the Joy of God,»Nature and Art. It is thus 
that all dance aspirants should approach this ancient art, 
dedicating themselves in all humility to Nataraja, ‘Lord of 
the Dance’. 

There are, in addition to these classical styles of dancing, 
a whole series of innumerable and colourful folk dances in 
every village and comer of India. Some of the earthy beauty 
of this^ancing, performed with large groups of peasants, both 
men and women, is so breath-taking and exciting that in 
many cases they surpass the more refined temple dance in 
verve and rhythm and colour. 

With^he assured and perfected technique acquired from 
my great masters, after years of study 1 eventually felt con- 
fident and justified in taking Hindu dance into the theatre. 

I must say I was at first very' startled to find that the public 
reaction to their native dances in Malabar, as also in Tanjore 
and Tanjore district itself, was one of indifference and bore- 
dom. Here as elsewhere in India, the Indian films with their 
power over the Indian masses had completely ‘spoilt’ their 
good tastes for something more sentimental, sugary and 
easier to understand. 

“Mr. Ram Gopal, you are a lover of something that is 
dead,3 1 was told by a professor at the Sanskrit University in 
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Cochin. “True, you are doing noble work in sacrificing your 
life in hard work and devotion. But then you are an artist 
and a dreamer. I am not, I am a practi^ll man, and repre- 
sentative of the India of today, of npw, and why should I 
want to know what those ^udras^ expressions and dances 
mean? I read my Bhagavad Gita, and in my mind I see and 
know enough of God and Truth. Those dancers, mechanical 
dolls, painted, decked and stuffed, whether in Kathakali or 
Dasi Attain are very limited in their appeal. In fact they are 
lifeless, dead and tiresome. You have revived the classic and 
creative side of these dances, and Shankar, who lacks your 
command of technique in tht? traclitional sense, has given his 
creations of power and beauty. But tell me honestly, it you 
had not studied these dances, if you did not know what each 
gesture and i^xpression me^n, would you not feel like I do?” 

Could the onlooker, completely devoid of academic know- 
ledge of the dance, and worse, not interested in the ‘Devil- 
like’ masks, griMaf es and crude Kathakali and erotic Tanjorc 
temple dances ever understand? Here, certainly, was aipoint 
of view. 

“Why,” I asked the professor, “do you find the Hindu dance 
devoid of charm and beauty ? And vou tell me you speak for 
untold thousands all over India. Don’t you sec its s’Jbtlety, 
beauty and power?” 

“Ram Gopalji, you know, because you’ve learnt,” he 
answered. “I don’t have any desire to learn, nor have I the 
time to try or want to know. I want to sec something that 
does not bore me or embarrass me with the endless repetition 
of the Indian dancers’ movements. And can you blame me, 
or the vast Indian public ? You see we have changed too. Oh, 
I know you’re going to tell me that the tradition must be 
kept pure and all that. Lots of fake dancers, and cr^^ Vs of 
the worst kind, have taken up the refrain from you and 
Shankar, but that’s no good. The dance of the temples and 
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village is only a fragment of the Sanskrit drama and theatre as 
it has come down to us. Besides, the temple theatre and the 
ancient dance in tt^dia were created for another rhythm of 
another age long since<dead. Don’t you think we should step 
forward and create something tHht is understandable in terms 
of today?” 

“I don’t entirely agree,” I replied, “but I see your point of 
view.” 

He was so right in many ways. 1 had seen my great guru 
Kunju Kurup,^ perform his wonderful roles in Kathakali 
dancing. I had seen those of the audience who understood 
the Kathakali singing in Maiayatam, sit up and take notice. 1 
had also se^n the pundits of South Indian classical music and 
dance at my side, and a large part of the Indian audience, 
yawn, stretch, look over its shoul lers to see what was going 
on at the back, and in fact look everywhere but at the stage 
where the miraculous dancing of Kunju Kurup was taking 
place, and I wondered why the audience were getting restless 
and kored. The answer was obvious: those who did not 
understand the Malayalam language of Malabar were frankly 
bored by the kathakali dancers on the one hand, and others 
were openly laughing at the ‘faces’ that they accused the actors 
of makfMg, not onlj at each other, but also at the audience ! 
And they were all Indians too. And with variations of re- 
action in the big cities of Bombay, Calcutta and Delhi, I 
found that, generally speaking, the public reacted likewise to 
the Tanjore temple dance drama, the Manipuri and the 
Kathak dance. Only a handful of the audience appreciated 
the great art before them. The rest either scurried fast from 
the theatre, or, as in New Delhi during the 1944-^ All India 
Dance Festival, started hooting the late Ravunni Menon off 
the stage. Needless to say, they were North Indians from the 
Punjab, and Sikhs, and would not tolerate this ‘Devil 
dancing’ of the south which was called Kathakali. Uday 
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Shankar was not far wrong when he said that his success was 
due to a carefully planned, timed and executed modem pro- 
gramme, incorporating the old gesturjl and steps with new 
variations and his own personal s^le which is lyrical and 
fluid, added to a superb rflodem Indian orchestra. 

During my student years with my great masters, then, I 
realised that I would have to prune the traditional dances of 
, all repetitive movement, light the stage adequately, and 
costume my dances and ballets with the best available copies 
of the frescoes and sculptures and bronzes jthat my tailors 
could duplicate. I was never satisfied with the crudely-made 
jewels and ornaments that*are*used in the traditional dances 
of today in the four main schools. After a mihute observa- 
tion and detailed search of the bronzes, sculptures and paint- 
ings, in die temples scattered all over India, and the cave 
paintings of Ajanta and Sigiriya in Ceilon, I sought to capture 
the fine and brilliantly col9ured robes, ornaments, and 
jewellery depicted in these most authentic references that 
were, beyond doubt, far superior to what most of the actor 
dancers wear in the four styles of the Indian Dance today. 

That was how I designed and created my Setting Sun head- 
dress of the God Siva ; also for the Cosmic dance of Creation, 
Preservation and Destruction, for which I duplicated the 
famous head-dress, since so widely copied by other dancers 
in India, in heavy gilded bronze and gold, down to the exact 
detail. Similarly for my Kathak dances of Rajputana and the 
north of India, I scrutinised the fine Moghul paintings in the 
museums of jhe cities of the north, and from them designed 
my Moghul Rajput Court dresses. In the Kathak dances of 
Lucknow and Delhi today one sees a vulgarised costume, 
more a mixture of the Turkish harem and Persian styles, than 
Hindu — a loose pantaloon affair, topped by an ungaimy shirt. 

The female dancers in my troupe were seldom allowed to 
wear the trussed-up, apron-fronted nine yards sari used in the 
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Tanjore courtesan dance, the ‘Dasi Attam’. Instead I was the 
first to design the spreading fan and blouse effect that has 
since again been cop^d as the standard costume for women 
dancers. . . . 

In presenting Kathakali, Tanjofe temple dances, Kathak 
and Manipuri, on the modem stage in India, I learnt much 
from watching the dance creations of Shankar, inasmuch as I 
trimmed down the endless repetitions of gesture and song, 
and tried to make the dancers do as much danc ing as possible, 
interspersing tbeir abhin, i acting, and thus achieving less 
monotony. In the Tanjore dances, I al\va\s took good care in 
India to choose those dances iTor^he theatre-going public of 
Bombay, DeHii and Calcutta, such as Invocation, a purely 
rhythmic sequence, followed bv a S\ara-jathi, a rhythmic 
dance sequence, again with scintillating passages of fast 
changing dance patterns. I also used the Natanam Adinar, 
the Dance of Siva in the Tanjore style, again trimming its 
monotonous repetition and using three pure passages of 
rhythmic dance in that classic style. 

In my programme for the Edinburgh Festival of 19^6, I 
gave a series of authentic folk dances from various provinces 
of bidia, seen for the first time outside India, and only recently 
in India itself, but I took good care to intersperse the pro- 
gramme with Kathakali extracts in traditional costume and 
style and music by giving items like ‘Dhusasana and Bhima’, 
an awesome dance spectacle in which Bhima slajs and dis- 
embowels Dhusasana. The other item on the repertoire for 
the 19^6 Edinburgh Festival and at the recent London season 
was Sita Apaharan, or ‘Abduction of Sita’. But in this case 
Satyavati and Namboodri, both from Malabar, with a life- 
time of study behind them, performed this with one differ- 
ence. In Kathakali feminine roles are usually taken by boys 
or men suitable fpr such parts. And in my innovation 1 had a 
genuiifc Malabar girl, trained in Kathakali by great teachers. 
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perform die feminine role. There is, however, a deplorable 
tendency in India today for some very vigorous female dancers 
to perform male tandava (masculine) <teps, in female ^rb, 
giving the impression of male impprsonators of this highly 
masculine art. Such is tht confusion today in the minds of a 
large section of the public both in India and abroad that this 
travesty of dancing has been taken for ‘the real thing’ ! 

In my programme, ‘Dances of India’, the Tanjore temple 
dances concentrated mostly on ♦he rhythmic portions, with 
'a few episodes of Sri Krishna and the Dances^ of Siva. There 
arc several items of Kathak and Manipuri ?lso adorning the 
collection of dances in this^ro^rammc, and in addition to the 
traditional dances my o\s n creations ‘The Dance>of the Setting 
Sun’ and ‘Gariida, the Golden Hagle’ which the public always 
insists oil. To balance, the trachtional programme of my 
Dances of India — a veri difficult thin«> indeed — had to con- 
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struct the programme with enough variety and change to 
prevent the r al lie from seeing too much instead of leaving 
them w'anting more, a thing most Indian dancers and nvtsicians 
find hard to do, for they alwavs dance that much longer and 
play their instruments that much more monotonously to find 
that the public injndia and abroad get impatient. 

It is only when dancing in front of the few'^ great^undits of 
the drama and dance in India, be it Tanjore or Malabar, that 
one can perform the full unedited work of a three or six-hour 
programme without breaks, and keep the select audience 
interested. The reason is simple. They understand either 
Tamil, Sanskrit or Malayalam. But the big public of India or 
the West does not understand these various dialects, and 
hence the monotony and boredom that engulfs the spectator. 
What is true of the Hindu dance, is true of the Spanish and 
traditional Russian ballet dance, and other forms, e they 
Chinese or Japanese, to the uninitiated theatre-going public 
of the We.st or the East today. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

First American Tour 

M artha graham, that pioneer of American 
modem dancing, once said t^ me ; “America is many 
nationalities, West and East, all merging, seeking, 
moving in rhythm, all of which I try and capture in the spirit 
of today. I use both forms and draw from both the western 
rhythm, of the dance and certainly from the eastern, too. 
America is washed by the Atlantic on the one side; on the 
other, the warm waters of the Pacific caress us.” 

The warm waters of the Pacific caress us. . . . Well, it was 
via the Pacific that I had come to America. I had waved to 
Mount Fujiyama in Japan sadly. I had in my mind been 
ignorant and confused about the approach, and forgotten that 
it was the Pacific and not the Atlantic. I kept looking out for 
the Statue of Liberty, as we neared the coast of the New 
World. 

“Say, is this the wardrobe of a man or woman?” a casual, 
burly, tough-looking Customs officer demanded. “What’s 
this stuff?” drawing a Javanese kns or sword acquired there 
during my tour. “And this, and this . . . and this,” and so he 
went right through my strange and exotic assortment of stage 
costumes. In the end, formalities over, my friend Janta and 
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I stepped into a car, after carefully trusting our luaggge to a 
travel agent, and sped off for Hollywood. The kindly wife of 
the American Ambassador in Tokyo, hjj-. Grew, had given 
me precious letters of introduction to Cetil B. de Mille. And 
Rubinstein, the great piai^t, said that he would influence 
the powerful Hurok to give me a season in New York, 

In my pockets were those precious letters. One was to 
Cecil B. de Mille, and some other notables of the famous 
film capital. As the car sped towards the movie city, I could 
•not help thinking of the great film stars. Would I meet any 
of them, I wondered ! Aside from the film*vvorld, I would 
also meet Max Reinhardt, tl^t genius tif the European theatre 
and stage. I was fortunate, I was happv and people were kind. 

How strange and wonderful the land and the smiling people 
of California were to me, and how sunny and blue the skies 
were, how wide the open spaces of the land. Nothing w'as 
cramped. Everything was big, bigger than I had seen till then. 
I had not yet seen how soaring’those architects’ dreams were 
and how man’s ingenuitv, cramped for space, could send 
buildings heavenwards in New York. It certainly was a land 
of plenty, and of friendliness. 

One night in March 19^8 I was seated at dinner with the 
supreme showman of Hollywood lilms, Cecil B do Mille. He 
took me around his house, filled w ith so many relics and 
antiques of rare beauty and value. I remember the various 
models he showed me of his then recent film The Crusades, 
and with what detail he explained each of the tireless re- 
searches he had made in order to satisfy his exacting sense of 
perfection. No pains w ere ever spared, money was no object, 
but everything had to be exact and perfect. He was hand- 
some, with the distant, detached, cool look of a sage, a seer, 
a sort of rishi of the cinema world. But whatever h had to 
say on or about his religious outlook on life would be through 
his chosen medium, the films. And he was kindly. There was 
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very little of the great ‘I Am’ so typical of the chain-cigar 
smoking, nauseating people of some film organisations. 
Everything about hi||;i was outsize ; and yet he was simple and 
kind. 1 was reminded, now and again that he had the same 
gentleness and simplicity as Gandhi* 

“I have a deep respect for your country, her arts and the 
great works such as the Gtta and those of Tagore. Gandhi is 
a great man working for peace. Do you have a film industry 
in India?” The gentle and searching, almost detached eyes of 
De Mille looked at me. I told him how impressed 1 was by 
the hospitality everywhere. 

“Of course, Mr. de Mille, •you*do realise that if it were not 
for India, America would never have been discovered?” 

He looked surprised. “That’s a new' one on me. How did 
you figure that one out?” 

“You see,” I went on, “Columbus set sail from Europe to 
reach India and her wealth and gold, and instead . . . found 
America!” 

I once wrote him: “You’ve done enough Western films of 
every size and theme. Why don’t you be the first to do, as 
only you can, something of the East, something from my 
country?” 

“I am over seventy . . . and I don’t plan that far ahead . . . 
but . . .^he wrote back. 

I am looking forward to his The Ten Commandments, his 
latest film. The world of America, and the rest of mankind, 
may well heed the message of The Ten Commandments. Buddha 
spoke them five hvmdred years before Christ, and then way 
down to the preseiit age the odd voice has wartied mankind. 

On a warm, beautiful evening in March of 1938 I went to 
the hill-top home of that socialite and charming hostess, Mrs. 
Bemadine Szold Fritz. And it was here that I met Max Rein- 
hardt. Intense eyes, short stature, but power emanating from 
him. . 
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“I would like one day to do a play with you . . . Indian 
subject . . . your sensitive face,” and so we talked. I also met 
Adrian, who had dreamed up Garbo’s fintastic dresses in her 
pictures; Janet Gaynor, that tender heroine of Seventh 
Heaven. And Alice Terr)* ... I had never forgotten her 
sensitive and startling beauty in The Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse. And sitting in a far corner, quietly, unobtrusively 
. . . the lady in grey, with a strange peaked hat ... I was 
introduced to her by my hostess. “Mercedes, this is Ram.” 
And that was how Pandora’s Box of the magic screen opened 
to me . . . and many new threads, all glea/hing and shining 
started off a chain rcactionof influence in my life. . . . 

I also had delightful dinners afterwards in the home of 
Adrian, whose house was filled with antiques and carpets, 
and lit li^ e a technicolor picture. And there, one esening, I 
met Narimo'tt, the Camille of another day, of the silent 
screen. She spoke of Natasha Rambosa who had a lot to do 
with her film work, as being 'the onl) integrating force and 
influence in the life of Valentino. “After Natasha and Rudy 
parted, he disintegrated. Artists need influences, good in- 
fluences. They need the right minds and the right people to 
influence them to give of their best.” How true those words 
were. Thinking today, and with more perspective, j^wonde' 
to what degree the Roman Emperor, Hadrian would hase 
been inspired to do the great things he did for his country, if 
it had not been for the love of his ideal, the famous Antinous. 
Stiller and Garbo . . . what a lot 1 had heard about his in- 
fluence on this great actress. He had a \ision, a perspective 
of her genius, *and that flame-like quality in the )fOung Garbo’s 
personality. Being detached and interested in the instrument 
that Garbo was, and developing her genius as an actress, he 
was able to be impersonal. The fact that she was t' • most 
beautiful girl in the world did not touch him. As a woman, 
so I am often told during my visits in Stockholm, she did not 
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interest him. It was that flame within that he wanted to fan 
to volcanic life. . . . Poor Vishnu, had Garbo come instead of 
Mohini, and in her ^ilent way just stood before him as he, 
that God, sat meditating in his forest hermitage, he certainly 
would have been seduced by onc«look alone. Poor Mohini, 
that mythical goddess, had to dance herself breathless before 
he was disturbed* from his meditations ! 

As I have already said, it was Rubinstein who was instru- 
mental in getting Sol Hurok interested in a recital of mine, 
for when I danced some months later after Hollywood at the 
46th Street Theatre in New York, it was because of the 
interest that Rubinstein had cho>|in in me. 

“Tonight — First New York Appearance — Ram Gopal,” the 
advertisement read. In the next line was the final concert in 
Carnegie Hall of Marian Anderson. That was what I read 
that morning. It all seemed so strange. And this was New 
York, soaring into the sky. How’ breath-taking it all was! 
New York was ‘Today’, it was ‘Now*. The Fast was ‘Yester- 
day’ . . . and all its thousands of years. Later, I found that 
Europe was the yesterday that inducnced today’s day. But 
New York was this very instant, this NOW. And how awed 
I became of its' rhythm and its babble and movement and 
smell of^ower and money. But 1 loved it nevertheless. And 
then I danced. I danced alone to recorded music. 1 remember 
nothing of that recital today, except the shadow of Mercedes 
near me, driving away to some quiet place for supper after 
the show. 

“I sat next to Martin, and he said he thought you a very 
great dancer,” Mercedes said. 

“But who is Martin?” I asked. 

“Only one of the leading dance critics. What he says in- 
fluences the masses,” 

John Martin, Walter Terry and others were most kind and 
constijictively critical of my performance, given so soon 
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after Shankar, my countryman, had danced there only a short 
while ago. But Shankar gave them, in the words of one of 
my American admirers, ‘the works’. Translated, this meant 
sex, girls, instruments and himself, with a large company to 
carry him through the full t*vo-hour programme. And I had 
danced alone! Carl Van Vechtcn, who had written such 
vivid accounts of the dancing of Pavlova and Duncan, long, 
long before me wrote of my debut : “Ram Gopal . , . bears 
us away with him from the untruths of ev eryday life into the 
li'ality of his mystic visions. . . . 

I loved every single instant of my first visit fo*Amenca. On 
the night 1 sailed aw'a) , a cnsceift moon hung low in the sky 
and the stars were bright. Of course it was Siva, winking at 
me sleepily from the heavens, telling me that this city was 
someth'rig dreamed up out of his meditations. All these 
thoughts came lu a reverie of sadness and sighing as I saw the 
silhouette of this city ol ‘Now’ fade into the blue of that 
sunset . 



CHAPTER UVE 

Holiday in Hawaii 

E dgar C. SCHENCK, cultural director of the Hono- 
lulu Academy of Arts, Flonqlulu, Hawaii, had invited 
me to appear at the superb theatre where so much was 
being done to revive the original and simple Haw'aiian Dance. 
I had been ill, but I could not possibly let the audience go 
withopt giving them a glimpse of the dances of India. Here 
I was to learn something of what they had in their art and 
culture, and I was also to show' them perhaps the original 
source of their arts, particularly the d^nce. Their native 
dances pse certain gestures of the hands for depicting stories 
of myth and legend. I would show them how' we told stories 
in India with our abhinaya, our wonderful gesture language. 
But I was ill. How often since, during a tour, with all its 
complicated arrangements and travelling discomforts and 
fatigues, a dancer falls short of ‘perfect vitality’. Well, this 
was one of those rare, but not uncommon things that has 
happened to me since, then as now. Thank goodness, not 
too often! I could not possibly let that audience who had 
filled the theatre, go without giving them a glimpse of my 
art. 

‘Tow tell Mr. Schenck that I’ll dance, whatever happens. 
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And you just tell that doctor that he’ll have to give me more 
medicine and less advice about not dancing. Because if he 
does not do it, I shall dance just the saAc, and if anything 
happens both of you will be to blame,” I said rather im- 
patiently to my manager anJ good friend, Janta. 

“But hadn t you better rest, Ram ? Then a few days later 
you can dance. . . 

“That’s silly. Ihey’ve paid to see me dance and nothing 
will stop me.” 

That was how I gave one of several dance recitals in 
January of 1938 in Honolulu, at the Acadeftiy of Arts and 
Dillingham Hall, where 1 ha%l hAl some very interesting re- 
actions from the public. 

“Tlieic v'as no attempt made by the artist to be spec- 
tacular or diamatic. One’s emotions were stirred and 
stimulated by movements in which there was co-ordination 
of every muscle of his body, trained by rigorous Jiiles in 
the ancient dance form of India. Lach dance was a series 
of pictures that originated from stone sculpture and re- 
ligious rituals. The Cosmic Dance of the God Siva, 
a gorgeous ending to the programme, portrayed the 
eternal drama of the Universe — creating, maintaiijjng and 
destroying it in a dvnamic dance in a world of nature 
that is inert till Siva willed it alive. One felt the pulsing, 
flowing waves of rhythm — and then came rest as Gopal 
posed in the likeness of the Siva higure ... he has absolute 
control over his emotions. He is able to portray the 
serenity of wisdom and age as well as the lighter feelings. 
Here, dance music formed a united whole. Out of East 
India has come a star who will undoubtedly take the main- 
land (America) and Europe by storm — ^he is faultle' .” 

That was from one of the leading papers of the Islanck, and 
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reading this over mouthfuls of grapefruit and pineapple for 
breakfast, the fruit turned to nectar in my mouth. The date 
was January 20th, 1938. So my efforts to dance, in spite of 
illness, had not been in vain ! 

. . Much of the charm of the temple dancer’s success 
is due to his seeming distraction. He seems not aware of 
his audience — ^he is within the temple worshipping at the 
shrine of his Gods. One will remember his calm expres- 
sion, the flowing flexibility of his hands and arms — all the 
result of vigorous training. Like the work of a painter in 
oils, his art is three aimensional — the dances possess 
visual, audible and intellectual beauty. He essays, and 
most successfully, to bring to the mind of his audience a 
graphic picture of the poetic conceptions. Subtlety, fine 
distinction and precision of detail characterise every move- 
ment. Facial expression, the flicker of an eyebrow, twitch- 
ing of lips, movements of sensitive toes all contribute as 
much to the illusion as movement of graceful limbs . . . 
the recital was a rare experience in a form of art seldom 
seen in these parts. . . .” 

Tho^ few extracts by learned critics well versed in the 
half-way house that Hawaii is between America and the Fast 
did much to encourage me. And I was very happy. I saw 
much of the ancient stone gods of the Islands in the superb 
Art collections of the local museums . . . w'alked in strange 
valleys, heard strange tales of the gods and how, when they 
got angry, they set hurtling into the air volcanic ash, and lava 
dripped down, foaming at the sides. I was enchanted . . . 
everywhere there was a spirit of laughter and gaiety. How 
‘eternally’ happy you Islanders are — -so I thought, and I was 
right. But a few years later, the gods were angry, or in 
comb&t, for came Pearl Harbor, and that beautiful land was 
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stilled in tears and defence. But that is how I have found all 
'life, symbolically the eternal process of evolution. It is like 
the Continual Dance of Siva : Crcatio/f, Preservation, Des- 
truction. At the end, rebirth of new forms. “Nothing is 
new but Forms” . . . .says Ih old Sanskrit proverb. 

Of course I had to study the Hula. I did not find this 
difficult. The movement, as my expert teacher taught it re- 
minded me of both the Tanjore style, and of Manipuri 
executed in a slow motion of fluid movement. “There must 
never be a break from one movement into ar^other. It must 
How. . . .” How true of that dance and all real dancing. 

The Islanders lived with^u^h happiness with their friends 
the Americans. I thought ol the British in India and wondered 
why we could not live like these two peoj)les lived, laughed 
and worked together.'' 

If I had thought that we in India were hospitable to the 
foreigner, and that the Japanese people were kindly, I had 
not yet known the peoples ol Hawaii. They were full of the 
most amazing hospitality I had known till then. 

Some days later, to the music of an Hawaiian orchestra 
playing their welcoming and departing songs, and heavily 
garlanded with ‘/«s’ 1 lell lor .Aiwrica. 

“Throw your garlands into the water before yo^ sail ou. 
far from the mainland. That means you'll return” . . . shouted 
one of several dozens of my friends who had come to wave me 
good-bye. 1 pulled off garland after garland of scented jas- 
mine, marigold and other varieties, and flung them hastily 
away. Soon the little psrty ol waving fric'nds dimmed. It was 
like looking at a group from the wrong end of a telescope, 
dimmed because mv eves were veiled with a mist. 



CHAPTER SIX 

Triumph in ^ Warsaw 

T he plaintive music of a band drifted in through the 
port-hole of my cabin. I had a feeling that the music, 
sad and melancholy, was flavoured and salted with 
something of the sadness of Indian music. In a few moments, 
I went on deck. My friend Janta and ‘Mamushka’, his 
mother, were there. They seemed still and quiet. I joined 
them softly. I noticed that they both had tears in their eyes. 
I thought: ‘Perhaps that is how one feels when one comes 
back to the sacred soil of one’s birth. This is Poland. They 
are care^ee, happy and have joy in their hearts.’ Then, 
Janta said almost apologetically: “Don’t expect anything as 
big or as prosperous-looking as the great city of New York. 
We are such a little country. Nothing like big wonderful 
America. But Ramciu, w'e are happy.” 

Mamushka was thinking that perhaps I would scoH at the 
small, comparatively poor Poland in contrast to the bUnding 
power and glamour of New York and America. How little 
she knew or guessed what was in my heart. 

“Mamushka, you must remember that India is a sad country, 
too. One day we will be free, and then we shall start to build 
up our country. But we are sad, too. So you need not worry. 
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For you see I feel that here at least there is peace and sin- 
cerity, and love and art.” I felt depressed. The band had 
gone on playing that sad melody. It wis a melancholy Slav 
march that was supposed to welcome those on board to 
Poland. I could not drive? away the gloom and foreboding 
that seized my whole being. I was disturbed. Premonition? 
Perhaps. 

Thomas Janta, the younger brother of my friend Alexander, 
was waiting in a car. We were soon speeding down those 
strange forests full of the scent of pine and fir.^ The road was 
not very even. After a journey that contra Aed so vividly in 
my mind the difference to®Arrferica and Japan, I could not 
help feeling that, because of its very simplicity and wildness, 
the fir trees and pine forests held a strange haunting sadness, 
and a gloomy attraction of their own I had had a subcon- 
scious ‘feeling* for the land ever since 1 heard my sister, Flo, 
a superb amateur pianist, play the tragic music of Chopin’s 
etudes and ’ ic umes, for to rhe the) breathed the very life 
of what I was then only intuitively feeling and finally knew to 
be true. 

We went up the driveway, curving up to a large mansion 
with a little peasiyit \illage on its left, a farm on its right. 
This was the ancestral home of the Janta Polczvnski^. 

The following weeks were for me the happiest days of 
springs 1 have ever known. The cold breath of winter had 
just begun to lca\e the sun to warm the land to life. It was 
my first experience of a huropean spring ! And it was Poland. 
And I loved it. One ne\er forgets the ‘first’ of any experience, 
and this was breath-taking. For it was a land which I had 
already felt 1 couL' ‘speak with’ . There is something eloquent 
about those dark, mysterious glades and pine forests. There 
was that same unseen but strongly felt presence of rooding 
and invisible spiiits. 

What a ritual meals were in that beautiful historic Jiome. 
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For tea, there was the steaming Samovar, an assortment of 
various types of sausages and salty bread which I like better 
than any other, te!^ and lemon. I shall never forget the 
dinners in that large, candle-lit dining-room and the freshly 
prepared and cooked Polish diflies! I have always loved 
Polish and Russian food ; it has something of both the East 
and the West. Early in the mornings I used to run alone to 
an orchard at the end of the garden, and lying flat on the 
ground, bite the succulent strawberries w^ithout even touch- 
ing them witlj mj hands. I got mud in my hair, but straw- 
berries in my mouth. 1 had a glorious time shaking the purple 
plums out of those loaded ti^es,^nd how I ate them! I have 
never tasted sweeter fruit anywhere in Europe before or 
since. The apple trees I had seen in South India were like 
rose bushes compared to the enoimous apple trees growing 
here. I revelled in this wonderful spring, and its gilts from 

the heart of the soil, so rich and varied with its assortment of 

• 

hone) -sweet fruit. Then the garden spirits waved the lilac 
bushes alive and the intoxicating perfume of white, blue and 
amethyst lilac filled mv every breath with an air of exaltation. 

I noticed, too^ that the Poles loved to celebrate. There 
was a harvest festival of thanks for the golcien corn, songs and 
dances ^nd violin-plajing, and some ver) spinted and 
vigorous dances, so like the pictures I had seen before mv 
visit. With it all there was the great hospitalit) and love that 
Mamushka, Janta, and the family showed me in eveiy possible 
way. I was like some long lost relatic^n coming home. And 
being still a boy, this made a great impression that has re- 
mained in my heart. I belonged among them. Thej loved 
me, liked me. I was as happy as one could possibly be. 

It was this same beautiful estate that so many Polish noble- 
men and women from the neighbouring homes came to visit 
in the evening, for drinks, dinner and cards. To me every- 
thing A^as new, something but of the fairy-tale books. How 
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else could I think of those candle-lit nights, with all those 
blazing log fires and that warm spirit of friendship that lit all 
those spring evenings ! And was it not t(f this very estate that 
my beautiful friend, Mercedes de Acosta, would come, as she 
did later, and what IdUghterVre shared boating on the streams, 
rivers and lakes. 

“I have arranged a tour of the principal cities for you. I 
think it ought to go down well. Not very long seasons any- 
where, but since )ou are solo, four or perhaps five perform- 
ances a week, and, in a little while, you’ll havg danced in all 
the principal cities of my country,” Janta sai 3 one day at tea. 

“My country is so far aw^,” T replied, “and they know so 
little about it. They are surely not going to take a solo per- 
formance, and for a whole evening, are they, Olo?” Olo was 
his njcknaiiie, which Mamushka had used so effectively, I 
thought. 

“My people, all Polish people, love Art, and they are 
sensitive, ar>'’ vour art is sensitive. So vou must w'ork hard 
and dance the way ym do. Til bet the) ill lo\e it and adore 
you.” 

And that>vas how 1 found m^sel^, trembling, in the wings of 
the great Opera H(tiuse in Warsaw'. Dancing alone. Dancing 
to recorded music in that same theatre where Niji\|sky anvl 
Pavlova had danced, once upon a time, long ago. The critics 
were, I thought, so ^er\ generous in what the) said about me. 
It was, how'ever, the article b> Professor Tadeus Zielinski 
that got nearest to what I bad tried, and still tr\ to do in my 
dance. In an article called ‘hunpides and Ram GopaT Tadeus 
Zielinski wrote in 1938 : 

“I am writing under the recent impression made upon 
me by a dancer, who is supposed to be the second oi a pair, 
and it is probably the first time that he has been ccunpared 
with the other one. This impression of mine w'^as vers 
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strong, all the more as it was unexpected. For, frankly 
speaking, I went to the performance at the Grand Theatre 
with very modd^t pretensions, if not reluctantly. Will 
exotic dances be able to fill a whole evening? Let us hope 
it will be a nice rest after a May of hard work. Unpre- 
tentious, yet better than a bridge part\ . 

“But ... I walked home absorbed in thought. For I had 
to admit that thanks to this Indian dancer, Terpsichore’s 
art had revealed to me its secret, or rather a part of it 
which I di<J not know yet. The first part of Terpsichore’s 
secret was revealed to me many, manj )ears ago b) a once 
famous and now almost foVgoften dancer — Isidora Duncan, 
w'hom I could not help comparing with the object of my 
experience tonight. 

“Yes, I spell it, ‘Isidora’ and though I will probably be 
called a pedant, I should like to prove why I write this 
name ‘Isidora’ and not ‘Isadora’ or ‘Ajsadora’ it is because 
the name means ‘Gift of Isis’. I saw Isidora Duncan before 
the First World War in St. Petersburg ; as far as I remember 
she was to dance at the Komisarzewski Theatre, and hei 
impresario asked ^me to gi\e, before the performance, a 
lecture about her which should last «half an hour. Wt' 
agrcQjd to twenty minutes and as it turned out it was just 
five minutes too long. 

“I was severely criticised in the press and one article ran 
as follows: ‘Why all this talk about antiquity? What is 
Iphigenia to us? You had better show us this little bare- 
foot dancer as soon as possible, that is the only thing that 
matters ! ’ That is not true at all, and if really a part of the 
audience thinks so, well let them read their papers mean- 
while: the lights in the audience-room are on. 

“But you who are interested, please listen. You are 
going to see the last feminine character which Euripides 
"ha^* created — Iphigenia. She is in ecstasy and offers her 
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life on the altar of Artemis, because she knows that in her 
virginal hand she holds success, victory and fame for her 
father, the leader of the Hellenes and \8ie whole of Hellas. 
You will understand the pride in her words to the chorus : 

‘Behold — all of lliou 
I am the Conqueror ! * 

‘This very moment is worthy cf a whole life! But — is she 
really the last character? Perhaps not. Why^ — ^at the same 
time as ‘Iphigenia’ came the ‘Bachantes’ thfi real tragedy of 
ecstasy. The ‘Bachantes’* hate found their musical ex- 
pression in Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony. In a few 
moments Miss Duncan will perform, or rather personify 
Iphig^Miia's ecstas\. 

“The Pallas Triology? Yes, because in all these three 
tragedies, the Greek Goddess Pallas takes the embittered 
and angry » oc^, Apollo, so to say, by the hand and leads 
him to the God who was the protector of his early youth. 
And — behold, the fruit of the con\crsion is ‘Yon’, the 
youth of the temple. (Yon is not so, much a creation of 
Euripides than cjt' Sophocles from whom Euripides took 
the idea). 

“At the beginning of the tragedy, the God Hermes, as 
the ‘Prologue’, explains to the audience Yon's fortunes: 
This quite in the spirit of the Greek tragedy, where sur- 
prises are not appreciated. Then Yon himself appears; he 
greets the rising Sun with a prayer, sprinkles water from 
the sacred fountain of Castala on the floor of Apollo’s 
house, drives out the birds who soil the sacred place; then, 
bowing deeply to the God, he says: ‘Sun of Lato, be 
blessed 1 May I never fail in thus serving Phoebus !' 

“And that, yes just that, is what we have seen on the 
stage of our great Theatre. It was ‘Arati’, the prayer of 
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the Youth of the Temple; he greets the Supreme Divinity, 
sprinkles the effigies of the Gods with water from the 
Ganges, and finaKy in profound devotion prostrates him- 
self before the altar. 

“It was but one moment, btt it revealed much to me : 
for, at this moment the Indian dancer turned, for me, into 
Yon. More than that, he became Euripides returning after 
long years of distress, to the God who protected him in 
the days of his youth. David, Michael, Saul’s daughter 
(and one of David’s wives) looked through a window and 
saw King DaVid leaping and dancing before the Lord and 
she despised him in her hoart>. ‘How glorious,’ she says, 
‘was the King of Israel uncovering himself in the eyes of 
the handmaids of his servants as one of the vain fellows 
shamelessly uncovereth himself?’ Therefore, no child was 
ever bom to Michael, Saul’s daughter, unto the day of her 
death . . . and, watching tonight the different perform- 
ances of the Indian dancer, and connecting him with the 
characters from Euripides, may 1 be allowed to exclaim 
with a sort of melancholy: All that really should belong 
to us!” 

I hav*j^ quoted at length because I think that this critic con- 
veys best the spirit of my dances. Everywhere I went in 
Poland I visited the shrine of Our Lady. Every time I lit a 
candle to her. I could talk to her and confide in her and ask 
for guidance and above all, thank this Mother of the world 
from the silences and prayers of my heart. The sacred 
silences of those ancient Catholic churches always lent power 
and peace to my thoughts and prayers. Long, long ago those 
sad childhood tunes, played in the dusk and evenings by my 
sister, time and time again, had etched themselves into my 
memory and my subconscious, and the more I saw of Poland 
and the more I saw of her people and her churches, the more 
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I understood her. What a strange link music is with that of 
the heart. And when my heart was touched, recollection 
overcame me, making yet another landithat became part of 
my heart and life. 

I remember making a pilgrimage to the childhood house of 
Chopin. How touching that experience was. I saw the first 
instrument he ever played with his boyish hands, the house 
from whose actual windows he had looked out, the trees, the 
garden. 1 saw too the matured and tortured death masks of 
him which reposed like shells of his tormented spirit that, 
giving beauty through the sadness of his geni«s* in music, had 
been crucified by illness and gathered again unto his Maker. 

I was deeply moved by the peaceful atmosphere everywhere. 

I thanked a kind Providence that the usual guide was not 
there to shatter the eloquent silences that filled the stilled 
quiet of that linle house in a garden. I touched reverently 
the very same notes of that instrument over which his hands 
had played. How lucky I wa^ to be able, as an Indian, to 
understand c< rnplctely the classic storehouse of European and 
Indian music. The piano, violin, symphony concerts . . . 
the vecna, flute, sanai . . . the echoing voices of the Indian 
half, and the great compositions of Bach, Beethoven and 
Mozart \sith those of the Spanish and Italian comjysers all 
invoked within me a \isualiscd and areat movement, a world 
movement of one rhythm, one \oice and oneness with all 
mankind. For music to me is like religion, only unlike the 
‘practised stunt’ of so many self-styled religious priests, either 
of the East or the West, music was able to enter by the ear 
and then see]? through into the soul and still one into a con- 
sciousness of Truth, “Be still and know that I am God” . . . 
yes, music stilled me then, and, I am happy to say, stills me 
now'. 

Each nation has a particular gift and talent, and in Poland 
everywhere I was mowd by the beautiful shrines and historical 
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monuments. After the last war devastated that great country 
I met many Poles. In all of them bums a melancholy sadness 
to return to the ‘MdSher Soil’. In 1944, when I was in India 
I could well imderstand the plight of the refugees seeking 
shelter in India. And still later, When I returned to England, 
I met many of my old friends from Poland, some of whom 
were going on to America. 

“I want so much to see my mother, just to know she is 
there and that I cannot go to her or reach her is what tortures 
me and fills my heart with sorrow,” said a Polish friend of 
mine, Serafin K)Aia. 

“But you will see her one day soon . . . pro\ided you pray 
and believe that you will. This is an age of miracles you 
know, Serafin,” I answered. 

“But I want to see her now and hold her in my arms. Its 
worse than death, this torture of knowing that she lives, and 
yet that we cannot meet. But I will pray and wait and believe 
in God ... it is all that one has left, what else is there?” 

My young friend Serafin loved the friendship he had been 
given in England and later America during a visit there with 
me in i9J4. “To thigk that the Americans were wonderful 
to me . . . they gave me a sisa for one, year, longer if I 
wanted,’i^he said, filled with gratitude, “for I do know that if 
I wanted to, there was the freedom to go to that great 
country. But I am so thankful for living and working in 
England ... I count my blessings.” Scrafin’s attitude is that 
of so many other Poles. 

After my mother died, years later, I knew exactly what the 
sorrow of parting froni one’s mother means, for’generallv, is 
she not the most loved of all men bom, whatever their 
nationality, creed or race? 
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A fter the rest and invigorating holiday at Mamushka’s 
r L-ntry estate, which I was sad to leave, Janta and I 
^set out lor Paris. Mercedes had written me from 
Hollywood that she would try and be there at the same time 
as I. 

“Paris will lab some of its magic off on vou. I shall be 
your guide and introduce you to the right people, whose 
minds and arts and talents in literature.^ painting and music, 
will make you realjse that Paris is the greatest of all w estern 
cities for its culture and beaulv. See vou soon. . . 

The Polish train \>as pulling me out of the brooding forests, 
those silent pines and birch-fringcil lakes, and the fields and 
rivers and forests Ashich I had grown to lo\e. It was sun- 
dowm. The sun had turned a deep crimson; it Vas a pastel 
fire, though not quite as red as over the. Ganges in Benaras, 
Somehow I fflt heavy at heart, lea^ing a countiy that had 
given me so much Icwe and warmth of welcome. It turned to 
night. We w'ere approaching Warsaw. Looking out of the 
compartment window I saw large beams and shafts of light 
searching the sky. Not one, but several. They seemed to be 
looking for something’. I thought of the Grauman’s Chinese 
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Theatre Film premier I had seen recently in Hollywood 
where such lights lit the theatre, the stars, and milling 
hysterical crowds. 

“What is that, Janta? Why those lights?” I asked. 

“Oh, just the usual manoeu\re#{ they’re trying to spot an 
aeroplane high up. And all those lights with their powerful 
beams, will focus on the plane they’re looking for. Don’t 
look alarmed. It’s just practice,” he added, calmly continuing 
to read some Polish paper. 

But I was alarmed ... sc i»'thing within me told me things 
were going to be uneasy for this sad and lo\able land of 
which I had grown so fondf» Placticc? The train crawled 
into the big station in Warsaw\ 

“Stay the evening at an hotel and catch the train for Paris 
first thing in the morning.” Paris? Would it be like all those 
pictures Father had shown me? As beautiful as the colour 
pictures I had seen in the mo\ies at so many cinemas the 
world over? 1 held my breath. And here I was in an express 
train that w’ould go literally non-stop, hissing and pounding 
along those tracks at, I w^as told, something like eighty miles 
an hour. I wished it f ould be a hundred, a thousand miles an 
hour. I could not wait. I was impatient fqr, after all, I knew 
that Pa/^s is the centre of the world’s beauty. 

I dozed off, dreaming of trees, flowers, perfume, a city ol’ 
beautiful women, where the stre('ts were lined with wine, 
paintings, and shops filled with everything one could want. 1 
awoke to a Troaring sound. It was Paris, a glorious, bright, 
blue-skied spring morning early in 1938. Here were porters, 
taxis and people all rushing about as madly fis they do in 
India, I thought. All screaming and shouting and gesticulat- 
ing. ... It was w^onderful. People looked at you with bright, 
smiling eyes . . . and the women on the boulevards looked to 
me, that first spring morning, ‘different’, and certainly 
happier than those in the other countries I had just seen. 
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Paris in spring! There is nothing like it anywhere. It was 
unbelievable. Instinctively I felt something good must surely 
happen to me. If I had this intuitive riaction to this glori- 
ously beautiful city, its people must love me and react in the 
same way. 

I remember we lived in a very cheap hotel, not far from 
the caressing trees whose branches bowed over the embank- 
ment into the Seine, svith their green leases touching the 
water. My room was cosy and warm, and colourfully 
papered. Soon I ate my first croissant and cofiee. This was 
in the sunlight, and with every woman and poodle looking at 
me as though they had bet^i expecting me, and with such a 
kindness in their eyc' . . . warm and ii lendly. And that was 
how the first morning began, janta went off, looking up 
friend , bj-.iress associates and the like. 

“Don’t get lost. And if sou do . . . well take a taxi to this 
address,” he said, handme me the card of the little hotel at 
which wo wo*-.' ^ta^lng. 

^lone, I ttk a sense ot exultation. I walked all the wa\ to 
Notre Dame. Why." Because I had ne\er forgotten Lon 
Chaney plasing Quasimodo in Ihc Huqfhback of ^setre Dame. 
Also, it was a sacjreil place. And because I wanted to light 
candles tc^ Our 1 ads , the Mother, for protecting^me and 
bringing me to so much beauty and wemder in this w’^orld. It 
had all been due to my praters to Her and to Him. And 
thanks was something I was alw^ays brought up to offer. How^ 
I gasped at the Nc^tre Dame, and vsith what aA'ed silence I 
gazed ccilingwards and saw the most incredibly beautiful 
stained-glass Vindows I had e\er seen or hope tcT see. . . and 
then, walking down quietl) to the part dc'dicated to the 
‘Immaculate One’, I knelt down and thanked Her and lit 
three candles. 

I was out, going as fast as my feet would walk, glad to ha\e 
said ‘thanks’ to Her. And straight from there, I went in a 
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taxi to the Arc de Triomphe. The French priests in that 
school in far-away Bangalore had told me that Napoleon had 
marched down the Ihost beautiful street in the world — the 
Champs Elysees. And it was all the wonderful things I had 
dreamed it was, only my dreams fvere not beautiful enough 
and my heart not large enough to contain all that Paris meant 
to me on that first day. We had a bottle of wine and a meal 
under a pink sunshade on a cobbled side-street. How good 
the food smelt and tasted ! 

Later, I \sent straight to f’l*' Musee Guimet ... I had (o 
see the Gods anfi Goddesses of India, Tibet and China, and 
besides, I was told in Warsaw^ th#i. this museum had lectures 
and even a performanc e of my dances was possible, I remem- 
bered reading, in connection with Garbo’s picture Mata Han 
that this remarkable spy had danced there her version of 
Hindu Temple Dances . . . would I dance there too? Possibly. 

That night I fell asleep with peace and harmony in my 
heart. I felt I was at home. And that was how, like count- 
less spirits before me, I lo\ed Pans on my first exciting day. 

We went, in the following days, to the Louvre. I had to 
see if the Mona Lisa w^s reallv as mystifying as she had looked 
in reproductions. I looked long and thoughtfully and I am 
still my^^ified. I had read the tragic story, which filled me 
with sadness, about the model who posed for Ingres’s ‘La 
Source’, so along I went to see that, and of course the Venus 
de Milo, I kept thinking of the nude torsos of the Malabar 
women whosfe figures and breasts I thought were tar, far more 
beautiful, than the Venus de Milo’s. How very masculine 
the Venus was. Looking at her face I could easily have mis- 
taken her for a man. To me she suggested Power more than 
Feminine Beauty as I know it in my country. I started laugh- 
ing, not very rudely, just laughing. 

My friend said to me: “Why do you laugh? One moment 
you stand transfixed, gazing at the mysterious Mona Lisa, you 
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look tragically at the picture of ‘La Source’, and then you 
come to stand before this marble masterpiece of Greek art 
and you laugh . . . you are silly; thA*e may be someone 
watching and then they will think, ‘How silly this boy is, 
perhaps he doesn’t know Setter.’ Do behave jourself!” And 
there stood my friend more shocked than e\er as I continued 
to laugh. “Will you stop it?” he said stcinK. 

“Oh, don t be sjllv ; I was thinking about her missing 
arms ...” I said, trying to control m\sclf. 

“What is there in llial thought to make \oii hjstericar^” he 
countered. 

“Well, you see I know fou^l think I am mad, but I was 
thinking of . . . well . . . Mae Wist. You see I lead in some 
movie magazine that an \merican s( ulptre^s made a marble 
or ca. \Uig or something c^t the fabulous Mae. You know 
what she replied whin viewing her nude form in marble? 
‘Same dimensions as tlie \ enus, sure Rut I've got it on hei . 
I’ve got two arms and I know how U) ust them. Besides, 
ilearie. I’m not maible*' 

Mv friend froze. 

“look, it )ou want to look like a bl^ek of Polish stone,” I 
said, “you can gc^to the devil It vou’ve lost vour sense of 
humour, I haven’t. Besides, 1 think I prefer to go^nd lock 
at everything myself. 1 don’t need vour chaperoning.” I 
walked cjuicklv awav as anger mounted within me. 

1 was to go again, many, mam times, to the Louvre. Every 
time there was something of greater perfection at which to 
wemder. But I did learn that to see Art, one had to take it 
very, very slowly, assimilate all the thoughts the great 
painters had at the time of carving or painting their master- 
pieces. 

Which city in the whole w^orld has more ‘fou^ ains’ of 
beauty than Paris? I visited and ‘drank’ in the Tuilleries, the 
Rodin masterpieces of modern art, which hlled nae v\ ith 
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erotic wonder and desire, and the Bois de Bolougne. But how 
can one list all the places that are centres of learning in Patris ! 
To me, every tree, ^'very cobbled and worn stone, and every 
wall, church and street, the palaces and boulevards, were a 
‘frozen and silent* testimony and sermon reminding my spirit 
of beauty and art and truth. 

And then came ‘Alba’, as I grew to call Mercedes dc Acosta. 
Fresh from America, she was all excitement and enthusiasm. 

“I must introduce you to Madame Sert. And of course 
Gertrude Steiij. You remember Carl Van Vechten spoke to 
us in New Yorlc and told me that I was to be certain and 
introduce you to her. And tlten,*of course, we will go to the 
theatres, the museums and oh . . . well e\eiy thing, darling. 
What memories this city holds for me! Do )ou know . . . 
Here she would carr) me awd\ with her on a magic carpel 
and tell me about Duse and Bernhardt, and the Russian Ballet 
of Serge Diaghiles, about the great courtesans aiid person- 
alities she knew in girlhood and knew now, as a lull-fledged 
beauty, the like of which 1 had not >et seen. 

From day to daj, and week to w'eek, I met the most out- 
standing personalidcsr in the Arts, Letters and the Theatre. 
And then came the imitation for me to a[i{>ear at the Musce 
Guimet% I was going to dance there earU m November in 
1938. “Danses de Tlnde, par Ram Gopal,” read the invita- 
tion card for the Association I ran<;,ais. 

This museum was crammed full of some of the mo^t raie 
Tibetan Uhankas\ hanging tapestries, Palava and Chola 
Bronzes from South india, and the most fantastic sculptures 
from Cambodia, Siam, and wonderful life-size and larger 
than life-size Hindu heads of Buddha, the Fnlightened One! 
That, and the superb reproduction paintings of the Life of 
the Great One, painted in life-size, after the fashion of the 
frescoes and murals of antique monasteries and temples, in 
India and Ceylon, all made a fantastic background. In one 
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room, right on top, in the library I think, was the Great 
Golden Buddha. Here, that evening, I danced to what I was 
later told was the most elite gathering of^eople in the world 
of literature, the theatre, painting, music and the dance! 

It was a bare lecture pfitform, no drapes, no lights. A 
short resume of my programme was given by the Curator of 
the Museum, Mr. Stern, who described the symbolism and 
antiquity of the Hindu dance. 

The powers of those gods must have helped me and given 
rhythm and fire to every movement of my bodj, my hands 
and expressions, for the critics were verv ‘enthusiastic the 
next day — and during the vfeel^ and months that followed. 
What I liked most about their criticism was the fact that the 
most observant and impartial writers, not slavishlv addicted 
to anj national stvle of one particular Western or Fastern 
mode of dancing, had stressed the fatt that 1 had created 
images and incidents, and above all the beaut > of nature, with 
just the illuscrj images mv dance figure invoked, without 
the use of elaborate decor, corps dc ballet, and the usual hltv- 
piece orchestra. I could not fjuite realise then, as I do now, 
exactly how great their compliment waiw 

After mv recital«at the \tusce Guimet, Serge I ifar wrote in 
The hgaio on December 1 3th, 1938 : 

“A new priest of the clanc c‘ has come to us from antique 
Asia, from that mvsterious and enchanting India. The 
exotic side of his (lancing charms and fascinates us, but 
what really moves us is the mvstic spirit which animates 
him, Ram^opal leads us in his path into the sacred world 
of symbols, that quality so tvpical of Hindu dancing, and 
these symbols arouse in us that sentiment, half effaced 
through the centuries, which trace back to a mmon 
source from a country where all Indo-huropcan humanitv 
was bom.” • 
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The most hospitable and warm friends, from aristocrats to 
artists of all nationalities, extended the hand of friendship 
to me. Preobajenika was teaching at a studio, the Salle 
Wacker I think, with her tireless little Russian body impart- 
ing an art that for Eiirope seeihed very old, a few young 
himdred years! How young a tradition compared to Indian 
art! But what industry, discipline and perfection she de- 
manded, and got from those lucky enough to work imder her. 

Princess Krasinsky Kshesinskaya, the ‘prima ballerina 
asoluta’ of the Russian and Czarist patronised ballet, showed 
me arovind her^itudio, studded with photos of world-famous 
dancers. I watched, hypnoti«ed,*as she demonstrated to some 
students how to dance a variation, her arms, face, neck and 
feet moving like twinkling stars, swaying to the music of her 
arms, which in turn framed a face that was pure poetry of 
expression as she moved. She stopped, and 1 could have 
begged her to go on. She said : “Now they dance . . . but too 
much it is the body, it is the counting, it is the muscles. The 
feeling is very rare now ... to see in the dancers. The spirit 
sleeps. And without the spirit, the soul, it is not dancing. 
No feeling. Ah weU, perhaps in a hundred years they will 
learn . . . we will all learn, one life is such a little time. . . .” 

Suc}%i little time? This legendary figure who first invited 
and danced with the young Nijinsky . , . who treasured and 
exchanged ‘presents’ which she spoke to me about. . . . 

“And now I eat. You come? Yes? You eat too, no? Then 
you sit, driAk some red wine. . . .” Quick and swift in her 
movements she sat dowm at her midday meal. I drank wine 
and marvelled at her. “Your dancing, wortderfully fine, 
noble, you would have grand success in Russia, people there 
love feeling and soul. You are great artist, I see you dance 
every time.” 

Some days later } sent a scarlet Benaras silk scarf with gold 
lotus Sowers embroidered on it to this ‘Goddess Parvati’ of 
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the Russian ballet, with a note of thanks and adoration. Boris 
KniascflF, my friend, and one time husband of Spessiva, took 
it to her. In return, 1 got a picture witii an autograph and 
dedication from this great personality and artist. I was told 
how she had once been the /ichest woman of her time. Now 
she was comparatively poor, without her emeralds and rubies 
and estates. But I thought she was ricliei — she had the 
Dance. 

There was a Gala de Dance given it the Loiure for Nijinsky. 
Serge Lifar had organised it. The funds were to make 
Nijinsky’s life easier. Since then I have learHt*that no artist 
ever has an ‘easy’ life, nevTrf no|> even till the end. The gala 
was held at the Palais du Louvre in the Rue de Rivoli. The 
walls were hung with decors that Serge Diaghilev had used in 
some i4i^ ballets. Nemtehinova, the Russian ballerina, 
danced in her classical and pure style: there were Teresina 
and tscudero making the stage reverberate with the rhythm 
of the Spanish drnce; also Lifaf, looking like a Greek God, 
and Anton Dunn. I w as a little aw ed, dancing among so many 
strange people! But I was thrilled. 1 hev were fiicndlv and 
warm to me. It was my first expeiience oi ‘aalas’. And 
dancing in the Louvre was an experience in itsell ' 

I was asked to appear at the Gaiete Lvrique some ti^e after 
mv initial appearance in Pans, and it was this succcsslul 
appearance that gave me courage to sign a contract to appear 
the following year, 1939, with a companv. 1 was onlv just 
beginning to learn about life and a companv and the theatie. 
I learned the hard way. But my most valuable lessons about 
companies and dancers awaited me in India. Not when I 
returned in the vea 1939, but later during the war. How- 
ever, of that later. 

Mercedes de Acosta and I had had so many talk«J “This 
evening you’ll come to the studio ot Gertrude Stein. You vc 
heard about her. Carl Van Vcchtcn showed jou her photo in 
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New York. She has been to the recitals you've given and 
liked your dancing so much, in fact, that she had made me 
promise I’d bring to the studio. 

“Gertrude, here is Ram. . . .” Timidly I looked into a very 
strong face with two bright, strong, penetrating eves. 

“Your dancing moved me the way Duncan’s did, in quite a 
different way, but the effect was the same.” I was dumb- 
founded. I tried to say something. I could not. A strong 
hand held my arm and she said: “Now' come, what will you 
drink? There is fresh lemon juice. Oh, this is Alice Toklas, 
my friend. him an orange juice. Of course >ou are 

Hindu. Vegetarian? And y^Hi don’t drink, do you ?” 

In a few' strong, powerful strides, like some moving roc k- 
hewm image, filled with life, she said : “Look there” — pointing 
to a wall — “you see that girl w ith flowers 

“Yes,” I whispered. 

“Well, that is a Picasso,” she went on. She showed me 
other still life pictures and others all hung in her studicj house ; 
there w ere so many of them ! 

Frankly, I was not moved. They lacked ‘soiiL for me. 
Technique, yes. Aq^ obviously painted b\ masters . . . but 
masters of coniposition and style. 1 had thi‘ same feeling as 
when I^watch a purely technical dancer perform: it left me 
without emotion. And how absurd they loc:)ked in my 
memory after what I had seen in the Lc:)uvre and Frick 
Gallery in New York. 

“You like them . . . don’t worry, I know vou’re mc^ved 
. . . he’s a very great painter . . . and I am glad to have 
helped him ... of course his style is unusual.*. . And so 
she went on. “I like your very ancient poetry. I’ve road some 
but not all of it. It’s too complicated. But now and again 
the fables of the ‘Panchatantra’ have made me laugh. You 
know why your civilisation has survived? Because the Wise 
Ones knew how' to laugh.” 
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Later wc relaxed, sitting down after walking through her 
art collection of Picasso’s painting. Then she became human. 
The great, imposing, strong face lit up with kindliness. 

“Carl wrote to me about you. . . .” 

And she suddenly seemed withdrawn and you could almost 
hear her shut her doors of ‘contact’. Wc chatted for a while. 
Alice Toklas spoke with Mercedes about something or the 
other, rhcn the Great Lady carried on, this time in a different 
vein, about exhibitions of conccmporary artists, painters 
whose works held promise. I carried away^an impression 
that she was a Wise One. “A rose is a rose is a rose. . . 

Rctna Mohini, with whon^ 1 Ifad become friendly, and who 
desired very much to join me in India, dec ided that she would 
follow later. She would be my partner. She showed me 
some cl licr Javanese and Balinese dances. She was like an 
ivory hgure moving with exquisite grace, and had the most 

unusual face that reminded me of the Lisb-hved Goddess oi 

• 

Madura. Slv w.,s married to a y^ung 1 rench photographer, 
Henri Cartier-Bresson, who has since become world famous. 

One day, Mercedes De Acosta said to me: “Ram, I feel 
restless . . . some lending of uneasine^gs, restlessness ... I 
dem’t know what •it is. Tve wri^^en a wonderful script on 
Joan of Arc, and 1 do wish Greta Garbo will play ittone da^ 
with her artistrv. You know, the more 1 see of life, the 
loncrer 1 live, the more ccmvinccvl 1 am ot the inner life, 
hvery thing is so outward in the West. Surely the ancient 
ones, who lived the Inward I ile, fcnind sometliing that the 
great saints of the West seemed to ha\e savoured cd . . . 
peace and strength. 1 am strongly pulled to India . . . 1 
think ril go and see the Sage of Arunachala — Maharishi.” 

“Of course vou must go. Alba. I his is the Kali Yuga^ the 
Black Age. The age when the machine carries man . , . faster 
I think than is good for him . . . for 1 leel that today nobody 
seems to know' where they want to go. But evervbody mo\es 
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on faster and faster . . . and where to? Yes, go, and if you 
feel the inner restlessness and hunger for India, follow your 
instincts and go as s6on as you are able,” 

We parted. I returned to India. My triend Janta came 
later. 1 arrived back home alone. On that boat, 1 realised 
that Janta had a narrow vision of life. He had taste too, and 
sincerity, and great talent with his writing. He was a good 
friend. But there was something lacking in his friendship 
with me. The more I talked of the early influence of my ‘pull’ 
towards things of the spirit, of religion, the harder he urged 
me to turn to !iis way of thinking and life, which rather 
alarmed and sometimes confifeetJ' me. But perhaps, after all, 
that ‘somewhere’ between the elexated planes of Yoga, 
Mercedes De Acosta’s search for Truth, and Janta and his 
sensual outlook on life, the Truth could possibly be ioimcl. 
But I could not figure out in what manner, and in what w.n, 
and certainly not now . But that did not stop me looking, and 
thinking, and finding out first hand. If I did fall flat on in\ 
face trying to find out, at least the Wise Ones would not 
blame me. They W'ould say I was trying, attempting and 
reaching for some, grains of Truth. And w hat harm w as there 
in that ? 



C n A PT r R 1 I G H T 

Returt) to India 

I HAD no idea \\liat sort of ^^clcome, if any, \sould greet 
me lU my o\mi couiitrj. After all, I had set out ^^ith just 
a box full ()i costumes and some specially made records, 
unlike Uday Shankar, sshose large compan\ of musicians and 
dancers were all trained h\ h*imself in his own creatise and 
personal style, which was quite difFerent from the pure 
classicism of Kunju Kurup’s Kathakali dancing, ’^'el when he 
returned to India 1 remember that the^^ress and public alike 
had gone wild c^ver his triumphs abroad. It filled e\crs 
Indian with a sense of national pride in w elcoming ^his greet 
creative artist. And what would happen to me? 

I had not long to wait. We docked in Bombay, and there 
in all the wonderful heat and blue skies of an Indian morning 
I stepped off the bexat. How' different India looked that morn- 
ing, and what pcrspectisc travelling the world c'jver had 
given me. But it vs as vsonderful to be back home on one’s 
envil earth. Waiting fi^r me vs as a group of friends; a much 
larger group than I had expected. And vs hat a warm, losing 
greeting they g^tve me. 

“There is a small gathering of press journalists and photo- 
graphers. They are so eager to knovy your reactic^n^ not to 

So 
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Europe and America, great as they are. But they want to 
know about the Ear East. You see, Ram, you arc the first 
Hindu dancer c^er to have danced in Burma, Java, Malaya, 
the Phillipincs, China, Japan and Hawaii. Now that’s a great 
record. Well, come on, tell them how the Ear East reacted 
to your dancing . . . well, tell them anything ” I was taken 
aback. A small gat|;icring indeed! There, sitting before me 
were a few^ dozen journalists and w'hat would 1 tell them? 

“Did you find the Far Fast interested in the art and culture 
of India, the Motherland?” asked one. Before I could repi), 
another asked ; “K. there an\ colcnir bar against Indians in New 
York and America? How about Paris and the 1 rench’” “Are 
you tired?” “Are vou happ\ to be home again?” “Did vou like* 
the Japanese girls, or prefer the beauties of Eifth Avenue and 
Paris?” And so on. 1 was certainly being scrutinised. 

They could see that 1 w\is very young. Clumsv in fact, at 
handling them, nervous in replying to the great avalanche ol 
questions that kept sweeping in on me. But 1 could see that 
their intentions and interest were kindlv . 1 urthei they were 
friendly. 1 answered in the best wav 1 could. One of mv 
friends said at last, what seemed an age; “And now let’s 

have something to drink, gentlemen. . . lhank Cod. It 
was o\e{. News of mv success abroad had certainly been 
relayed regularlv to the press in India. I was giatelul for that. 
For they should know how serious!) I had tried to interpret 
an aspect c^f our art. 

“So now v*ou are world famous! Are vou sure it is \our 
dancing that the public liked, or was it your beautiful bodv, 
Ramji?” asked one. 

“Look,” I said, “you find out fc^r \ourself. Before I red urn 
to Europe, I shall dance in Bombay, and when vou watch the 
audience’s reaction first hand I’ll ask you that question. How 
about that?” Laughing, I said good-bye. 

Shortjy after my arrival, Retna Mohini, Cartier Bresson and 
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Janta joined me at my home in Bangalore. What a home- 
coming awaited me ! Nothing elaborate. Just simple. It was 
more from the expressions in my mother’s eyes, and the 
voice of my father, that I knew that they were happy I was 
home again, and pleased — perhaps even a little proud. With- 
out any delay I said : “And now I will dance for all of you and 
some friends.” 

Retna Mohini and myself wasted.no time. A short while 
later found us both working hard at the Kerala Mandalam near 
Shoranur. Ravunni Menon, Kunja Nair and the Poet Vall- 
athol, all welcomed us. janta joined us a few*days later. How 
we worked! Ravunni Menoti w«s only interested in teaching 
Retna, my partner, those j^ortions of the Kathakali dance that 
w’ere soft, graceful, feminine, the Ic^ya style as he called it. 
And Retna learned fast. With her extraordinarily pliant and 
supple body, trained in the strict and hard school of the 
Javanese dance, Retna found that she could quickly master 
these or feminine movements Ra\unni Menon and 

Kunju Nair were taking pains to impart to her. Naturally w^e 
sat up many nights during our term there, watching the all- 
night Kathakali dance dramas. Retna w^s earned aw'av by the 
power and dynamism of these dramas. 

“Oh, Ram,” she would sav to me, “if some of theje dances 
could be show'n in the West, the audience would go wdld 
about them, they arc fantastic, unreal, unbelie\able. I have 
ne\er seen such virile and powerful dances. Of course, with 
Ravunni Menon, most powerful of the teachert, it is quite 
understandable. Oh, my San” — her nickname for me — 
“thank goodness I am not one of his male pupils. He kills 
them with work. But how powerful and violent their move- 
ments are!” How' right she w^as. This task master in the 
strictest sense of the w'^ord drove his male pupils to hysteria 
on occasions, but how' they learnt to dance I One day w^e 
watched him take a girls’ class. 
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How friendly Vallathol became with Retna! He made 
signs with his hands and face, being the expert that he was 
with his mudras, ahd Retna understood all he said by^ his 
gestures alone, as she did not know the Malayalam dialect. 
As he spoke, gesticulating excitedly, Retna would listen 
attent^^ely, her large fish eyes glued to his face and hands; 
her head \^ould ngd like an echo of his own, and she would 
somehow communicate to him that she understood. They 
were like two dumb people making signs at each other. 
Kno^^ing how ^ery eloquent Retna \\as, I could not help 
laughing at t)n& changing expressions on her face as she 
‘listened’ to his mudras and e*.prt*ssions. 

Janta took many pictures of the school, the all-night dance 
dramas, of Vallathol, Retna and myself, and the great gurus 
who were teaching there for that term. Unfortunately, when 
war came to Poland he lost many of these valuable negatives. 
Fortunately Retna had hidden a few in Paris, and these remain 
as interestinij documents of that temi we had there learning 
more fully of the ancient tradition of Kathakali dancing. 
John Gadsby, enthused by the accounts I had written him 
from time to time, (J.ecidcd to spend a holiday in India, and 
joined us at this school in Shoranur. 

I creajted man) duets and solo dances for both Retna and 
myself. Wc used the Kathakali dance technique, and gestures 
and rhythms. But the dances were strictly creative. I had 
seen how beautifully the traditional Kathakali dancer, Mad- 
havan, train^^d in the strict style of this school, had used the 
technique for helping Uday Shankar create his ballets and 
solos and duets — a st^le that embraced both tiie masculine 
and feminine aspects of this great dance tradition. What a 
superb dancer Madhavan was, for both he and Gopinath, the 
Palace dancer of Travancore, had thrilled me w ith their great 
artistry. All Europe and America had gone wild about Mad- 
havan, vyhom Shankar had discovered and whose company 



RETURN TO INDIA 


93 

was thereby greatly enriched. I believe he married" the 
daughter of my guru, Kunju Kurup and lives today in South 
India. It would be a pity if the public tn India did not see 
more of this brilliant dancer’s work again. 

O 

“I have had replies from Bombay, Delhi . . . and guess 
what? The Globe Theatre in Bangalore,” Janta told Ketna 
and me, as w'e finished eating a simple meal off a banana leaf, 
“When do we dance?” came the ^simultaneous reply from 
both Rctna and myself. 

“As soon as you and youj* costumes and musicians are 
ready,” he replied. 

After thanking our gurus, Wailathol and other members of 
this great institution, we left for Bangalore. There we had 
our premier of the second All-India 1 our. My first acquaint- 
ance with the public had been with that other American 
dancer, La Men One evening in March 1939 , w'e danced at 
the Globe Theatre. Let Fred Har\ey, an Fnglishman, the 
organiser of the Theosophical ’Art Group in Bangalore, toll 
you w hat impressions he had of this performance : 

“That our local la5 has made gocjd is sure to be the 
unanimous and eyithusiastic opinion of all Bangah^reans who 
ha\e had the pri^ ilege and pleasure of view ing Ram^Gopal’s 
wonderful performance at the Globe Theatre. I had previ- 
ously seen Ram Gopal dancing, but before he left Banga- 
lore for his world tour; on his recent return at wdiich time 
he ga\e private dance recitals for the entertainment ol a 
few' friends, I was much impressed, but 1 was very curious 
to see how'Hlie ‘came across’ the footlights. On seeing him 
th^enher night at his public performance, 1 was more than 
satisfied, and 1 am greatlv of the opinion that what ho is 
giving easily surpasses anything on these lines whi h we 
have had before in Bangalore. 

“I was charmed with the general get up ol thii show* 
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from the rich black velvet stage draperies, the unique head- 
dresses, the gorgeously beautiful costumes of the dmccrs 
with their beautiful colour contrasts to the simple but 
effective white Bengali dress of the musicians, and the 
interesting musical instruments. 

“The collection of dance items were all admirable, each 
one perfect and polished, as a separate stone on a costly 
string of pearls, but I felt that the ‘Garuda’ The Golden 
Eagle, was remarkable for its spectacular effect: the 
Krishna and Radha Duet Dance excellent for its exquisite 
grace and ftiAd movement (a poem in motion), while the 
temple puja item was as atcliftately and austerely appealing 
to the senses as are moonbeams seen in a forest glade. The 
three dancers are all excellent in their particular parts, 
either when performing separately or together. The 
balance of acting is kept very even. There is no sub- 
ordinating or exulting of any individual player, bach is 
allowed to do his or her part without any cramping or 
over-emphasis, and the result is perfection. 

“The Javanese lady, Retna Mohini, gives the effect of 
grace and rhythry, so easy and effortless are her move- 
ments, . . . But Ram Gopal is outstandingly unique. His 
perfect body, his strikingly beautiful features, the manner 
in which he can express himself by movement or glance, 
his knowdedge of the technique of the Oriental dance, his 
clever footwork, the strange effect of tallness he has when 
on the stage, the way in which he enters into the character 
he is portraying, or the emotion he is expressing, all com- 
bine the ensemble that we can only expi1?ss by saying: 
‘This is Ram Gopal the dancer.’ I feel sure that Ram 
Gopal and his troupe of dancers w ill be a bigger sensation 
than ever on the forthcoming world tour, and I w ish them 
all the luck they so truly deserve.” 
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That write-up, coming from hreci Harvey who had seen“my 
initial struggles as a youngster, years before, in Bangalore, 
was indeed a tribute. In a way I think that® it also summed up 
the good will and pride that the citizens of my home town 
felt for me. 

We moved on to Delhi. We were announced to appear at 
the Regal Theatre in the heart of that capital. When the 
curtain went up, there was a big blacjc yawning gap of emptv 
seats, row upon row ’ 1 was shocked. Retna was stunned, 
janta was speechless. But the.show must go on, and it did, 
to a practically empty house, fhcre wTre several reasons for 
this disastrous failure in Dellfi, Wie main one being that the 
public were not aware (d the performance lor lack of 
public it\ , and secondly , that the season for dancing there was 
the w ronjT rine, as the resident Viceroy was not there at that 
paiticular time. Whatexer the reasons, Retna and myself 
danced just the same, and just as it the house were full, as 
thes hail been m mv home town’ 

Her threat sense of humour i ame to the lesiue ‘I koch a 
cold, San-San," she said to me. 

“\ou caiejht a what f asked 

c* 

‘T koch a cold, J koch a cold,” slic would say hopping 
ar(')und on one leg like a Jasancse clown. How we laughed 
when she said how she ‘koched her colds’. She meant the 
draught in the theatre was so cold that it ‘koched her' ! 

We came finalK to Bombay and appeared at the Regal 
rheatre. Here the public respon e was so great that we were 
asked to extend our season. The houses had been enthusiastic 
in sharp cc^ntr«st to tlu damp i espouse we got in Delhi. How 
gratefij w^ were for this re'spe^nse. llnfc:>rlunateh , w^e could 
not extend that scxison, or accept scweral other c:)ners that 
came pouring in from different parts of India. There were 
those contracts to fulfil in burope. I returned to Bangalore, 
gathered some more instruments, costumes and^ other 
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personal belongings, and after a tearful good-bye to my 

parents, we left for the West. 

“And remembdr, whatever happens, don’t forget to 
pray,” added my mother to me. 

Then slowly, that small, tiny train crawled out of the 
station. We were on our way to Bombay to catch The 
Viceroj’ oj India steamship to Marseilles. Arriving at Bombay, 
with our small band of artists, both dancers and musicians, 
confident that ^ve would have a great success in Europe after 
our appearances and the audiences’ reactions in three major 
cities of India, Sve sailed. Bill not before I had gone to offer 
thanks to my secret Shrinest, w'here a White Goddess, called 
Mary, smiled benignly. 

India disappeared in the mists of a pale sunset. This boat 
was a fast one, reputed to be the fastest on the I astern routes. 
The sea looked deep blue that evening, and was calm, and 
again that night, hanging with one e\e half awake, was the 
Crescent Moon. Of course it was the God Siva. 1 remem- 
bered the way he hung so brighth that night I left New York, 
and here I was going again, lea\ing my homeland. It was an 
omen. I felt that ^my little band of artists would ha\e a 
success in Paris and London. That was Jthe happiest vojage 
on a ship which I had ever spent, when 1 come to think of it. 

It was sad to leave my home and my beloved parents, but I 
had to be grateful that I had this chance of dancing again in 
the West. Going up the Suez Canal, into the Red Sea, and 
then out into the blue dreamy Mediterranean, how I loved 
every minute of this exciting journey. 

We landed in Marseilles, and then entrained immediately 
for Paris. Would Paris give me the same thrill and jpxcite- 
ment I had experienced that first time, again ? I would soon 
find out. 

It was April in Paris. The sun shone brightly, and a shower 
of perfumed rain fell the morning I arrived. Sunshine and 
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rain at the same time ! In India some believe that Gods are 
celebrating in the heavens when this happens! But whatever 
they wxre doing in heaven, I was certainly having a thrill on 
earth in this most beautiful of Luropean cities on that April 
morning. 

“Come, John, let’s take a taxi and drive instead to the Bois ; 
the luggage can go on to the hotel by itself. It will be all 
right, please ...” 1 pleaded, and j,ohn Gadsby, who had 
accompanied me on that voyage, agreed. We drove straight 
to die Bois. I stopped the taxi and I remember running out 
and greeting the first buds an<J early green leaves of spring. 
How good it was, arriving iA Paris when it was spring. It 
was spring and summer and autumn the jear before, and now' 
it was spring again. I determined to work harder than I had 
ever done Retna and mvself had our bulging notebooks of 
new dances in ou'- own peculiar notation that everv dancer 
has, unintelligible to all, but the dancers themselves. 

The next tew weeks were t)ccupicd with morning and 
afternoon reharsals at the Salle Plevel. janta, wlio had be- 
come a good business manager, had told me that Kugene 
Grunberg, the impresario, was verv enthusiastic about the 
wide Held and possibilities that lav open to our ballet. He 
was arranging a season in Paris. How would Paris like the 
group I had assembled since my previous appearame there 
last )ear? Would the public and the critics like it as much as 
m\ solo performances the vear behire? I would soon find 
out. Of one thing I felt confident, that w ith mv liviC musicians 
I could have a far greater scope to do what I wanted than 
dancing to tha^ authentic but nevertheless ‘canned’ music. 

Anc^hrfe one comes to a problem. How difficult it is for 
authentic Indian dancers going abroad to take a fair-sized 
company and give recitals without any guaranteed per'od of 
work. Expenses arc heavy, and the risk of such a venture can 
only be taken against c^dds. That was what I thought then, 
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with reservations; that is what I believe now more firmly 
from past experience ! However, anybody taking to the art of 
dancing, and goin^’ around with a troupe, has to be slightly 
mad, for when measuring up the difficulties that one is liable 
to encounter, and the hard work against returns, it is not 
worth the effort and trouble. For the impiesario, in most 
cases, sits back and makes the profits while the artists slave. 
Art is indeed a labour of love. 

There was very sad news in the papers one evening in 
Paris. That beautiful city was/leeply moved by the victims of 
the submarine VAoeni \ wdiich^ad sunk to the bottom of ihe 
sea, owing to some mishaptto Vts engines, and evervone had 
been drowned. The families were left destitute, and 1 was 
asked whether I would perform at the Salle Plevel for this 
w'orthy charit). 1 readil) consented. The performance 
raised quite a sum for the victims’ families, and the reviews 
of the critics were wonderful, and I had danced again for the 
great public of Paris, where 1 hope to have the same honour 
many, manv times again. 



CHAPTLR NINb 

London 

I ARRIVED in London lor the first ume one wet, cold, 
foggy spring day in 1939. How sad and desolate everv> 
thing looked; so different from Paris, I thought. I tell 
uneasy and unhappy. 1 had arris ed to make mv iUbut at the 
Aldwych Theatre in the Strand* and had carelessly forgotten 
to pack m) little lucky charm, mv ‘remover of obstacles’ — 
Ganesa, the little Flephant God I had always carried with me. 

“Either \ou get my Elephant by plane, or I leave immedi- 
ately for Paris. I couldn’t dance in this great strange citv 
without him. I would never be a sul cess. Besides I don’t see 
how' you can be so optimistic; wbv should they like Indian 
dancing?” I said to John Gadsby. I was depressed and I 
sounded that vva> . 

“Well, Ram, I’ll certainly telephone vour hotel in Paris 
and you’ll get vour Llephant by all means. But come on, 
snap out of it.* The London public are sure to like you. What 
make^ofc'sound so gloomy?” asked m\ manager. 

“Oh, 1 don’t know'. I am not so certain . . . somehow . 
. . . Oh, well never mind. Do you think the weather is 
going to be like this all the time?” 

Sensing that that was what depressed me, Gadsbv replied : 
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“Well, the weather here is pretty awful. Very unpredictable 
. . . but don’t worry, I am sure it will change tomorrow. 
However, take some rest to soothe your nerves. A gootl 
night’s rest, and tomorrow the sun will shine for you, I 
promise,” he said smiling. 

Oddly enough, the next moming the sun did shine. It was 
as bright as Paris* Instead of arriving at the theatre at nine 
that morning, I decided, to leave my hotel and drive around 
the parks, and look at the Palace and take my first glimpse of 
London. What an experience,fhat was! It did not captivate 
me immediately like Paris. In^fead, I was impressed with the 
solidness of evervlhing. Hyde Park looked like a Turner 
landscape, with the willows ‘weeping over the Serpentine,’ 
and when the taxi drove along the Embankment, I realised 
how important it was for all great cities to have water 
running through them. It purified everv thing, cleansed 
ever) thing. London was impregnated bv the spirit of Man; 
Paris, that of Woman. After getting mv first glimpse of the 
Palace and Marlborough House, the car spc'd along towards 
Trafalgar Square and up the Strand, past India House, to the 
Aldvvyxh stage door. 

It was a strenuous day, with the reporters, press, rehearsals 
of lights and costumes, but when I sat down to dinner that 
night in a quiet flat in Pall Mall, which a friend had rented 
for me, I felt less depressed than the day before. I realised 
that London did not ‘embrace’ one with its atmosphere and 
spirit the w^iy Paris did. 

As the evening approached, I felt terribly nervous. What 
would the people Say, and how would the c-'itics like my 
dancing? Surely this thought must be the most recurrent one 
to occupy the dancer! Since, I have been told of two very 
famous ballerinas, one English, the other Continental, who 
sit back and devour every word the critics say about them 
from their bedside scrapbooks. Vain? I do not think so. It 
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serves as a stimulant to try and do better next time. Do not 
authors, however famous, do the same when their book 
reviews come out? And painters? I felP that even Shakes- 
peare must have often read and enjoyed and been amused by 
what a lot of people said about his works. And I thought 
again. Would the press and public alike understand this 
remote art of Indian dancing? 

The curtain went u|) and I danced- There was a ‘House 
1 uir sign outside the theatre. By the time mv turn came to 
perform, which w’as about ayquarter of an hour after the 
curtain had gone up, I was fi^ed with tern^.* I could not 
possibh dance. I would lorgft ^•\er\ thing. But I danced! 

I remember nothin'j more from that moment. Certainly 
the applause was great, and hundreds flocked backstage. 

I ord I * W‘l, who was Governor in some part of India — 
Bengal I think — si nt for me shoitK alter mv hrst appearance. 

I arrived one afternoon at his office. ‘'Mv wile and I were in 
India for several v^'ars. But I Have never seen anv thing like 
vour interpretation of Hindu dancing. ... I must sav we 
intend coming often during vour season here. I reallv wanted 
to see vou because Her*Majestv, Queen Mar), who is verv 
interested in things Indian, would like me to take vou along 
to Marlborough House lor tc'a. W'ednesdav afternoon? 
Would that be all right?” 

“Of course, I am honouivd. ^ es, Wednesdav afternoon.” 

And then I met Queen IVlarv . Lord l.lovd walked a little 
ahcMcl of me, leading the wav. “ i his wav, sir, please,” said a 
gracious ladv -in-waiting. 

We were U?d into a warm, carpeted room, and thre^ugh 
the wjjpcicrtvs I could see a bc'autifullv kej^t garden. The 
whole atmosphere of the place had a magic about it that was 
hard to describe. F verv thing carried an air c')! indi idual 
elegance. But what impressed me most was the great taste 
and individual arrangement of everv single item of turniiure 
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and the antique cases that filled this ancient house. Of course 
only a Queen could live in so perfect a place. But to me 
Queen Mary was r-aore than just that. Her spirit went far 
beyond the confines of being a Queen ; it reached out and 
touched beauty in everything that was created and fashionetl 
by the world’s greatest craftsmen and artists. And the atmo- 
sphere? One coqld feel her presence everywhere. I hatl the 
feeling that it was similar to something I felt on a summer’s 
day in Kashmir, many summers ago, when I first caught a 
glimpse of the Himalayas. It^was grandeur. And all these 
feelings came‘upon my )oung ^pind before being ushered into 
the actual presence of Her lyiaj-^sty. 

“She is human and warm and kindly . . .” Lord Lloyd said 
to me. But even though he said it, 1 thought he looked a 
little flushed in the face and certainly was exerting all ol his 
English control and detachment to look calm and quiet. The 
air was charged with an electric expectancy. 

Another gracious lady-in-waiting, this time a siUer-haired 
person, nodded to us. We followed. And there, standing h\ 
a table in her reception-room was Queen Mar\, her hand 
extended in greeting, lord Lloyd greeted her \er\ shakiK, 
followed by me. For a moment I forgot whether to do as he 
had instructed me or to curts\ like a debutante! 1 was 

j 

nervous and pale with awe. After she had taken her seat, we 
both sat down and tea was served. There w^as, in spite ol 
everything, an air of simplicitj about her, and perhaps it was 
that that m^de one feel so aw^ed by her \erv presence. 

“It was the most colourful Durbar I have e\er been 
through,” she said, referring to her coronatipn in Delhi. 
“We were very generously entertained by the Maliarajas 
there. The picture I had of Northern India is something that 
I carry in my memory as the most beautiful and touching that 
I have ever know^n. We saw many pageants, but I don’t 
think I remember having seen anv dancing, certainly not the 
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sort my friend here tells me )ou are going to show' us.” 

The hovering Iadies-in-s\aiting em('rged like white moths 
from the background and we were given rtaore tea and offered 
more delicacies. There is a lot in the old belief (hat good 
things taste better when eaten off the finest made porcelain. 
But tasty as were those cakes, it was that great spirit that sat 
before me, embodied as one <jl the great Queens of history, 
that drew' mv attention. 

“I mav come and see \ou at the .McKwch. Do sou like 
L-«llet, Russian hallc‘1, I incan^ Do Basil’s ballet is appearing 
here. 1 ha\o not \el seen Jt.y 

She beckoned to one of iht* white shatlows that alwa\s 
hoxered around, who iioiselesslc , lo\in^K came forwcud at 
her bidding. Queen Mar\ turned her head in profile and 
spoke t! ' kuK -in-w ailing. 1 did not hear \shat she said. I 
looked instead hcv protib\ It was nut Grecian, or (wen 
Roman, but there was a certain line and c ur\ ^ ol beaut \ in it 
that had tht‘ strenijth of Rtnlin’s ‘llu Kiss’ 1 In. female 
hgure’s head is turned u|n\aids. \iid iheie was that wonder- 
ful c luster ol pearls that c luni^ c loseK to her ntvk. \phroditc‘ ' 
that is who slu rc*minded nu* of, tin. AJother ol \pliroditc 
And that immacuUleK i^roomcd sihei* hair whnh shone like 
platinum, with a slight blu*' tint in it. IK i i\es were a pene- 
trating gre\ -green. 

PresentK, the ho\ermg spirit leturned, holding in its 
hands a silver satin programme. 

“This is a souvenir programme of the Gala gifen to us on 
the Coronatic'tn ol m\ husband, the late King Cieorge \ . 1 00k 
at the pictun^,” she went on. “We are not likelv ever again 
to see-«rfV’tfiing approaching that Gala.” 

Slowh turning these pages, I ord I lovd and 1 glimpsed into 
another clay and age, an age ol elegance, in manners dress 
and taste. The programme notes eontamed the title of one ol 
the ballets Ic PuMlIon J^AinuJc, I remember th^ names of 



104 RHYTHM IN THE HEAVENS 

some opera singers who were at the top of their glory at the 
time. But it was that fading gold lettering of the name of 
Nijinsky that caught*^‘my eye. There were, I remember, Kar- 
savina and Cccchetti too. 

“I said to King George, as v\e entered the Royal Box that 
the whole of Covent Garden looked more like something in 
India. All your Maharajas ^\ere there, bla/ing with jewels 
and gold and their mahamnis in sans. My husband remarked 
to me that the artists who w'ere to perform that night would 
certainly have a great feat fj perform in equalling the 
splendour that scintillated befwv and around us. Nothing 
has equalled that Gala since. . V” 

She gazed out of the w indow at the garden. Her expression 
convinced me that she was recollecting across that span, how 
times had since changed. All that disappearing aristocracN ; 
perhaps there would never be such a collection of titled 
people from the East and the West as was gathered together 
that night for the Gala Coronation. 

“Ballet is a very arduous profession. But m\ friend here 
tells me that )Our dancing exceeds the training required lor 
the ballet. It takes ^even or eight \ears to be prohi ient in 
your style? Has it anything to do with YoqaT' 

“Yes, jYour Majesty . . and briefK, I outlined what the 
authentic Hindu dancer attempted to convex. 

“I have a collection of some antiques that max interest vou. 
A few pieces of jade and jevvellerx. . . Slv' was sitting like 
Isis, the Egyptian Goddess, absolutel> erect. Never once did 
she slump or lose that poise or balance. Anti the grace of her 
gloved hands, the manner in w^hich that neck llv*ld the head, 
with the expression of stern kindliness and sparkiv^m her 
incredibly beautiful, glowing eyes, were something that I 
could not help noticing as a dancer. When she rose from her 
seat, there was no hurried motion, no moment of awkward- 
ness; shf if)se as gracefully as she had been sitting. She rose 
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like a cloud going up to a peak. It was breath-takiiig. I 
remember, too, the subtle perfume that clung around her. 
It was something of an tnglish wood, fiUcd with lilies of the 
valley, lavender and rose . . . and yet it was her aura that 
impregnated and charged the whole atmosphere around her 
with that of a queen. When she walked, wdth us following, 

1 noti( ed that her heels were not verj high. A Swan Queen, 

I thought. 

The antiques turned out to be a priceless collection, 
guhered over a period, thavonlv one who had known the 
bc'st could afford. I could lot attempt tef describe them. 
Shortly after our privileged /\ q \^ oi one of the world’s greatest 
collections bj one of the world’s greatest women of the 
twentieth centurv, or an> other centiirv, we departed. 

That 'I;''’'no(yn, wh<‘n I dancc'd, I was suffused wdth the 
emanation of this wonderful Queen whose dignit\, with its 
kindliness and rovalts blended into m\ dance. 1 have never 
seen her like, an^ where in tins world. But since then, as a 
great admirer of this great laclv, 1 have never failed to go 
often, both before and after the war, to the museum in 
Kc'nsington, at the farVnd of Hyle Park, and ga/e into the 
glass cases, and s^'e all the beautiful creations specially made 

for her. Her dri'ss, her baijs, her shoes and even the fans she 

^ # 

used. How great a tribute it was tor that other great Queen, 
Pavlova, Queen of the Dance, to have a small glass case 
allotted to her w ith her White Swan costume there tor all to 
see. Of the mans ballet danceis 1 have met, 1 kncl that few, 
it anv , had even heanl of this de<lication tc^ Pavlova, and ot 
those who ^ve, even fewer have cared to pav a visit to see it! 

I manv interesting pc'ople in 1 ondon, but after the 

Queen most of the other Lnglish personalities I met seemed 
an anti-climax. It was after meeting her that I realise 1 what 
duty meant and sc^rv ic e and suflering. 1 he w ords ‘dedication 
and ‘rovaltv* became sjncmv'mous to me. M\ At took on a 
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greater sense of dedication than I had ever felt before ; since 
then I have, from a distance, admired and loved the great 
service and love th&t the British Royal Family give to their 
hmpire. However hard a ballet dancer of Eastern or Western 
style may work, or for that matter, a Welsh coal miner, it 
must still take nerves of steel to combat the varying and com- 
plicated system of sersice demanded of royalty. That this 
great institution has survived onlv goes to prose how vs ell 
disciplined, selfless and utterly devoted thej are to the ideals 
to which the British Nation sp^. ardently clings. I feel from 
that lesson alorte, the whole\>vv orld and everv individual 
watching royalt), both onith?* newsreels and perhaps in 
person, can learn to smile and serve; for however dark the 
times or however bright, that service and those smiles, like 
the smile and selfless service of the present Queen Mother, 
must inevitably turn the darkest moments into glor) and 
success. Queen Man and the Royal Family ever remain to 
me the svmbols of everything that is elevating, dedicated and 
selfless. They are what the great wise masters and sages of 
India would call ‘Enlightened Karma Yogins’ which means 
‘Enlightened Spirits cjf Dcstin>\ 

During my performances at this time ever\ evening two 
artists sat like ghosts in the wings, one on the right side ol 
the stage, the other on the left. The one on the right was a 
young English artist, Kay Ambrose, who did some amn/ing 
sketches of ballet dancers in action and had illustrated the 
books of Arnold Haskell. She was an artist in pen and ink, ol 
the ballet and its life. The other? Alexander Janta had taken 
me to have lunch with a countryman of his, a Pede, who was 
introduced to me as Felix Topolski. This great was 

uncanny in capturing the very spirit of the times, situations 
and people, whether from the streets or among the Members 
of Parliament. Felix did some sketches of me] which are 
unique. W^^ have become very good friends since, and I am 
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one of his greatest admirers. A News Chronicle supplement 
carried an interesting sketch made by Topoloski. The article 
is amusing; it read: 


East is East 

“And West is West, and never the Twain shall meet,” 
sang Slogger Kipling, who e\idently knew^ little of the 
London tailoring trade, to begin with. But his axiom 
w'ould seem to (it the situation Topolski has depicted 
snugly enough. 

“1 ithe, brown, graceful ^weaving delicate arabesques or 
assuming hieratic poses pregftant with hidden symbolism, 
the dancer Ram Gopal brings to ^he London stage the 
enigmatic and disturbing East. Under hi*^ feet the lotus 
sprii gs fiom the dusts boards. Behind him the painted 
canvas and baions dissolve and vanish into the dusky blue 
magic of the night, in ^^Jlich strange Gods walk and brood, 
mans -armed an 1 L iephant-headed, to llic throb of strings 
and drums and soft pipes discoursing elusive music, clear 
and cool and translucent as water dropping from a jungle 
spring. . . 

“Ram, rc’ad this and this and this,” mv excited manager hac* 
told me. “And vou remember vou liked the books of Haskell, 
Arnold Haskell, the 1 nglish critic?” He was more excited 
than I was. 

“Oh ves, I remember. I like the w'a> he writer about these 
great artists c^f the ballet. Why? What has he said?” I 
enquired. 

“D-./tf t be silK, he has not said anv thing. He has written 
vou a letter, read it.” 

It was a very enthusiastic letter and enclosed wdthn\ it was 
the following notice he was posting to some ballet 
magazine : 
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‘i pretend to no knowledge of Eastern dancing. In this 
case it is not necessary. Whatever the tradition, it is 
ob%ious that Rail^i Gopal is a great artist and as sucTi his 
appeal is universal. He has technique, beauty, subtlety 
and with it all an extreme simplicity in his relations with 
his audience. Rarest gift of all, when alone on the stage, he 
is able to make us visualise a whole frieze, a Living Ajanta. 

“I repeat, I do not; understand Eastern dancing: Ram 
Gopal gave me exquisite pleasure as he must to all who 
love the dance of whatevp/ tradition. . . — Arnold 
Haskell. 

“You see. Ram, that is verj high praise from so distin- 
guished a critic. Aren’t >ou happ) ?” His face searched m\ 
ejes for an expression. 

“Don’t get so excited. I am not happ\. 1 am grateful, 
deeplv grateful, for this praise,” I added. 

“Mr. Gopal, with his unearthly phjsical control, his 
lithe remote, >et ominous grace, held the audience trans- 
fixed. . . . Mr. Uday Shankar iptroduced us to Indian 
dancing, but it must be admitted that, ungrateful though 
it maj seem, he has been surpassed. Mr'. Gopal’s art is so 
inspir^'d and so finished that it is as if one were observing 
the dances of Si\a and Krishna themselves. . . .” 

This was in the Aew Statesman, The notice was handed to 
me by Janta* “It’s the most important literary paper and to 
get that . . .” he exclaimed. “Well, God knows, you’ve 
worked for it. Pernaps you deserve it. If onJ^v the public 
knew what you have suffered and been through m '^^ur Ear 
East travels and the way you were left pennilc'ss in Tokycj. 
Yet they rave about jour dancing. How much of an 
artist’s sufferings does any public ever see or remotely guess, 
I wonder2if When Pavlova danced in Tokyo, I remember, 
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how often she would break down crj'ing . . . the tensions, 
the strain of dancing and the heavy demands made upon her. 
And here you are, young and with your life ahead of you. . . . 

I wonder if I would say that you were lucky?” He looked 
grave. 

“You sound as if war were declared and you were pro- 
nouncing some terrible prediction,” I said. “Personally, I am 
grateful for all this. Rut I know exactly what I am putting in 
and what I have been through. Whatever happens, at least I 
i uii say that I have been luck^^to get all the experience that 
God has given me in exchange^for whatever lliave suffered,” I 
quickly replied. 

An artist needs a great deal of encc'uragement and con- 
structive criticism, and being the giver, has to know how the 
public rjac..^. Dvnely IIusscv added to my pleasure when I 
read another distinguished paper which is read by most of the 
literary and scholarly ol thy \ast public in 1 ondon. . . . 

“Ram GopaPs wonderful supple body, his sensuous arms 
and athletic arace all combine to make his dances as Siva, 

^ t 

fierce creator and destroyer, Indra fipgering his flute and 
Garuda the ^rea^ (iolden I agle, unforgettable experiences. 
The I agle dance, with its realisation in human mcnements 
of the flight of a bird, made Mile. Riabouchinska’s ‘Golden 
Cockerel’ seem lor all its brilliant execution a mere child’s 
imitation. Yet in none ol these things — the flute playing, 
the love making or the bird movements — is* there any- 
thing approaching rc'alism. The rc'al has been translated 
into the tfic’ms of a highlv conventional, sophisticated and 
stjli‘^-"xl language of mo\ement.” 

1 met Markova backstage during this season. She ' as in 
black and reminded me of Pavlova. “Do you iry hard to look 
like her?” 1 asked. 
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“I don’t try. I do look like Pavlova. That’s the way 1 
always looked. You see, I was the youngest English girl in 
Diaghilev’s ballet. '‘And I have worked so hard always. Always 
will. But after Pavlova’s death 1 made a promise to myself to 
try and dance like her, be like her, and devote all of myself 
to the ballet. And you, Ram Gopal? Arc you pleased with 
your success here? What rave notices! You should be 
pleased. I love reading my notices. Over and over again. If 
they admitted it, all dancers, all artists and I am sure politi- 
cians also, love reading what fbey, the public, or the papers 
say, think and write about tl\'m. You are pleased?” Alicia 
smiled. 

“Now come on, Alicia," said Anton Dolin, “Ram must be 
tired after these tw o performances today. Some day you must 
come out to Beatrice Lillie’s place. Ram. We’ll dl•i^e o\cr 
and play tennis. Do )ou play?” “A little,” I replied. “1 won 
a few cups, all junior trophies, of course. It is good relaxa- 
tion and gets one’s thoughts away from the Dance. One 
needs to get perspecti\e. When can we play?” I asked. 

“Tomorrow noon? Will that do“^ All right, I’ll pick \ou 
up at your flat in PaU Mall.” 

The next day Anton Dolin and I pla\ed t*jnnis. I remember 
he plajjed the best he could. He was ob\iouslv out ol 
practice. But so was I. “I am going to win this set six-love, 
Anton. And the next, and the next ... all six-lo\e . . . and 
then watch you tease me that you’re a champion. And I’ll 
tell everybody I thrashed )ou,” I laughed. 

“Don’t \ou dare tell anybody ... I’ll strangle \oiJ, Ram. 
You little devil, you must have been playing teS'nis as long as 
you have been dancing!” 

That night, Alicia and Pat came again backstage. “We had 
to come, we love your dancing, admire it so much.” 

“Alicia, do you wear jew^ellery?” I asked. “Yes? Well, 
please t^lJe this little souvenir.” I took one of those M\sore 



LONDON 


1 [ I 


gold- washed, silver necklaces and put it around her neck. 
How girlish and shy and utterly happy she looked. She kissed 
me. 

During this tour, there was a dark-skinned girl appearing 
with us from Old Delhi, called Mava Rani. She was jealous 
of Retna’s success. She said to me, eyes glinting with anger: 
“Rctna has swollen eyes like those of a goldfish. Whv don’t 
you tell her to make-up [iroperH ?” • 

“You go tell her ymrself,” 1 replied; “besides she looks 
wonderful from the frc3nt of ’the house. ILuen’t you read 
what the press think about ^er? She is Japanese and she 
cannot ha\e the e\cs or looks c^fia Hindu.” 

Like some ]a\anese Rei i emerging from the dark depths 
backstage, Rc*tna Mohini had lu'ard e^er\lhin^^ CalmK and 
quietl> sbv forward. 1 thought we were now to ha\e a 

scene. 1 should have known better. 

“Mava, I like soooo mu^h sour Peacock Dante, such a 
loveK bird. So ^ai ' and colourlul. Ma\a, it vour birthdav 
^()da^ ? 1 have a little present for vou. 1 think \ou like it. 
You watth me from the wini^s when 1 dante, I d(^ the same 
when vou dante. We lx Ttl. sc e things, w^e both perhaps have 
opinions, ves? Here take this,” Retna added, and c|uick as a 
Javanese th)wn, she vanishetl into the blackness of the stage 
afterwards. 

Mava was in tears. 1 ler dark, over-powdered mother ton- 
soled her and saiil : “Retna made a mistake. How could she 
have givi‘n vou that Cjilette set It’s for a man tsi) shave his 
moustache and beard. ( )f vouise she made a mistake. Don t 
be sillv, tonv now, get out of that trving and tempera- 
ment. ...” 

Yhat night Retna and 1 laughed as we have seldom laughed 
before or since. 1 understood her slv ‘passive humc’>e and 
always lovcxl her the more for it. 

And that brioflv summed up the thrill (>t ^x^cing in 
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wonderful London town. The privilege of meeting one of 
the greatest Queens, the joy of reading those critics, and the 
drama of backstagt. Then we left for Paris . . . and 'more 
engagements. 
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Fil 'St Impressions oj tj\e 
Russian Rallet 


I T Avas ir flu* and 1 was ha\in(j a holidav with 

friends of mv uither, ilu* tamiK dI a lathcr middle-class 
Indian merehani. 1 was a^ the house oi I nak’^hi Rama Rao, 
a home town friend from Kin^alou , lamed as much tor her 
beauty as for being one of the Inst respectable Indian Societ\ 
i^irls to take to the ‘lunoble' ail <>l the cinema. 

I nakshi said to nu* . ‘Ram, I thought sou might In' 
interested, and perjiaps bkr to sisit the Ajanta Studios where 
mv husband, Bhaxnani, is shooting his latest him. There is 
going to be a dance sequence of toe danceis, Russian1')allet, I 
believe. The\ are a troupe on their wav back from Australia, 
and I am told there is a great dancer, Olga Spessisa. She is 
not dancing in the him sequence, but \ou ma^ be ‘liickv 
emough to meet her, perhaps, and then see what their dance 
is like compared to >ours. Would sou like to go."” 

That .as how I first saw, at close quarters, Russian ballet. 
They were all nsmphs in rather bedraggled costumes. I 
remember one partic ular girl, a tspical Russian starlet ^ the 
dance, with a sesere centre parting in her hair, melanchob 
black eyes that sparkled when sht danced, and !^^iark skin. 

^ M 
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She seemed to mo\c with grace and ease. It was said b> her 
companions and the maitrc dc ballet that slie would he a \ery 
great star one dat. The) rehearsed to some ballet music 
again and again. I noticed the sweat pouring off their bodies 
and faces in that humid heat of a summer’s clay in Bomba), 
under the hissing arc lights. I had no idea what that partu ular 
Russian dance number had to do with the film. I was too 
absorbed in watching tjie danceis and the stiange attitudes 
the) struck when the\ tcK^k up their positions. Ihere were 
about twent) of them. I remember the\ drank water and 
muttered m a slrange language that sounded like a mixture of 
Punjabi and German. Ther« was a distinguislud, gre\ -bailed 
gentleman who ne\er smiled. I kept thinkiiii^ that lu looked 
like a character plased b\ I rich \ on Stroheim in some sps 
melodrama I had seen — taciturn, unbendmer and enlirelv 
maik-like. 

Bha^nanl said to me, taking me acioss the sludio floor 
“Ram Gopal, this is Mr. Daiidre, the gieat Russian iinpies 
sario. This is his troupe. This is Ram Gojxd, a \oung bov 
from Bangalore, home town of m\ wile.'’ 

“Good morning, Jiow do \ou c!o " You daiKe" What 
dance’ Hindu dance' Mv wife, Pa\lo\a, ncwei saw an\ 
dance in India, She went to Madras. ^ ou do 1 emple daiu e 
And so ne went on, stern, and xet in some stiange wa\ , kind, 
but very cold and distant. .Asking questions but not waiting 
for an answer. I remember nervousl> murnblinLI sonutliinn 
about learrwng the dances of the south. I was franklv scared 
and it must have showed. Seeing this, Dandie continued: 
“Perhaps )ou come faj Mahal hotel. There g»eat balleiina 
Olga practise* e\er) afternoon. You come all right, iibavnani 
Director arrange ever)thing tomorrow, good-b\e.” It look 
my rather awed mind several minutes tf) understand what he 
was trying to say or mean. Bhavnani kindly explained later. 

A few^^omings later, t( wards noon, I was taken up to a 
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a ballroom with l^irge mirrors and there, at an improvised 
barre^ Spessiva was bending, relaxing, stretching her spine 
and legs in poses that reminded me ofisomc thin, under- 
nourished Saras preening its rather wilted feathers — a bird 
like the stork, which one sees on river sand banks in India. 
She had large black ej^es with <lark rings around them and a 
patient, smiling pair of lips, resigned like those of an Indian 
widow’. Her neck betraxed the strain hei frame was going 
through tor the art of her dance. What painfully thin arms, 
bo*i) and skeletcm-like ! But wonderful thighs and h'gs, long, 
slender and pointed in her ballet shoes. To thiT quick tempo 
of a pianist, up and ckjwn, uivan^J down she went, extending 
her legs and arms in x arsing positions. 1 xxas told that in a 
fexv moments she xxould be introduced. There was a pause. 
She met Indian dignitaries xvith me, who w’atching her 

rehearse xxere f i ii sure as puzzled as I as to xxhat on earth 
she was trxing to do xxith those extraordinar\ attitudes she 
xxas taking, and w Ir so j:)ainfull'> thin ^ xxoman strained hei- 
self so much in the moxements we had xxitnessed. 

“ ’Ovv xou ilo, da , . . da oxx \oiJ do. . . . Plea’s I meet 
xou . . . I lof sour sari .•. . eel ees solu Lostume. . . .‘ she 
xxas complimenting one oi tlie Indian ladies xxli >, with me, 
had been xxatthing ihis stiange woman. “ Vh . . . Handle 
sax xou dancer . . . xat dance xou ch:) r ... I like see x(^ danee 
. . . shoxx me please one dax, xou xerx y)ung box. 1 am 
tired . . . this lieat tf)o miuh lor me ... I must practise 
every day . . . noxx 1 dance xariation. You xx ate h, ^please take 
seat . . . sank xou . . . sank xou. ..." And feet turned out 
like a duck, she quickK moxed axxax the pianist, and he 
played some loxelv fra maents from Chopin nv Tvhaikoxxsk\ , 
or both, I forget xxhich. And then she danced in her practice 
costume. 

Suddenly she became another xxoman. Her ^oul seemed to 
emerge from everv moxement anijj it seemed to Kie that she 
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smiled and danced with some invisible being with whom she 
moved with the most exquisite grace. I did not know what 
her dance meant. I did not know what she tried to dance or 
convey. There was something rather tragic, childlike, lost 
and yet, with it all, a quality of ‘gi^ing* to me, in her dame, 
that made me choke. I thought that her points w^cre like 
shooting stars in the night. And then she stopped, perspiring 
more than e\er. , 

Later, sipping orange juice, she told me that she had been 
ill during her recent Australian tour, and that she was going 
back to dance in Europe . . . she would ha\e liked to see 
Indian dancing but where rlic^ one see it? What was the 
difference between the street dancing, the courtesan dances 
and the folk dances? Dandre spoke to her. Then she got up, 
and wishing us good-b>e, wrapped herself delicately, like 
some flower in tissue paper from a florist’s, and mo\ed a\\a\ . 
1 caught a last glimpse of her as three Spessivas, reflected from 
the central figure, moving tow'ards a doorway that was flanked 
bv enormous mirrors. All three figures seemed aspects of 
the one delicate creature that so pathelicall\ walked aua\. 
Ghost-like she vanished. 1 never forgot that picture or that 
meeting. 

My next contact with the world ol ballet was from a grc'en- 
coverecl book 1 bought oft a station bookstall in Calcutta. 
The year was 1937 . It w^as marked ‘Nijinskv\ I rom the 
moment 1 opened the first few pages ot Romola Nijinskv’s 
stor)'*of htiv husband, 1 w^as held in a magic world. I loved 
lingering, long and slowly, very slowly, moving along the 
wonderful rose gardens ot my mother or at the great botanical 
gardens in my home town, and 1 lingered because 1 u>uld not 
bear to part from the spell and fascination that beauty held 
over me. The flowers, the perfume, the strange trees and the 
variety of cacti held a strange power over me. Great music , 
sad musii:,'^to me depicting Nijinsky’s early hardships and 
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wanderings in Russia, held exactly that same magic. Slowly, 
deliberately I came to the end of each page, pondered lovingly 
over the pictures of Nijinsky and wept at*thc engulfing doom 
that robbed the world of Westem ballet of its greatest male 

O 

(lancer. 

It was very clear from Romola’s book about the ballet that 
the subsidy of the government in Russia allotted to the art 
of the Dance was big enough to allow artists to dance and 
study seriously, painters to compose their decors without 
difficult), and composers to dream up the most amazing ballet 
music )Ct heard. Who, sim e "1 Lhaikovsk'^ tias composed 
anything comparable to his miisn lor Swan Lake or The Slccpin^^ 
Beauty? In contrast to the spiritual qualitv in certain momenta 
of Swan Lakcy 1 ha\e nevei seen equalled the barbaric fur\ and 
spettac^ « ^ He Basil’s Schchera/adc and Prince l^or, A.nd then 
one Is told so ^ Iten b\ balletomanes ol the Diaghilev era 
that De Basil’s piodiictions lacked the fire and were com- 
paratively rath^^r pale lelfc'ctions ot the original Diaghilev 
ballets ! 

Naturallv I went mans times to the Diarrhilev Exhibition 
after the wai at I orbes*l louse Room alter room was filled 
with pictures, paintings, photos, sketches, tosiumcs, and 
above all ‘atmosphere’ which the organiser, Richard Bu^^kle, 
had magicallv captured. 1 his was undoubtedlv thc^greatest 
exhibition ever held in 1 ondon to date on the art and design 
of ballet. 

As I walki'd round the exhiDition one klav vvith I^mai:^i 
Karsavina, the great ballerina ot Diaghilev s companv, sl\e^ 
said to me - “This only shows how impos''ihle it is to co V 
prehend the genius ot Diaghilev. It is gootl t(^ see that* so 
mail) young companies, springing up in Europe and \meiica, 
all draw inspiratitm from what Diaghilev brought a^ro , but 
they miss the essential point. Ycm see he v' as interested in 
Art, and not in the nationalitv of|:he ballet comf^anv. When 
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1 think now of his head-strong and self-appointed successors 
it makes me fear for the future of ballet.” 

This would ha\e^ sounded \er) awesome and sad had not 
m) friend, Mercedes Dc Acosta, who was with us, broken in 
and said: jo\ially “Come, Tamara, Truth and Beauty once 
gi\en neAer fade, but go on and on, and somewhere, however 
invisibh , the right time will come and bring the right people 
and the right circumstances to reincarnate all that glory. 
Theie is no time or limitation to T ruth and Beauty.” 

Next I must speak of Pa\lova, for she wo\e her enchant- 
ment in India*and the Far East as far as Japan, in addition to 
conquering the entire West^'rn woild. As far as the Hindu 
dance in India was concerned, and I belie\e she \isiiecl India 
twice, somewhere in the eail\ twenties and towards the end 
of her career, Pa\losa discosered Uda\ Shankar, and with 
him created her Radha-Krishna Ballet, urged Mcnaka, an 
Indian socialite, to take it up as her life’s woik, and e\cn got 
the South Indian Rukmini DcM, the T heosophist, to gi\i u|) 
, studying Russian ballet and to look for her own dance If'iins 
in South India. All three of these pionecis of Hindu danc ino 
in the late twenties, tired b\ Paslfl\a\s own life, took to 
dancing. 

In nw opinion it was Shankar and Shankar alone who sui- 
passed tfiem all, as he still does in his wondeifulK crcatise 
ballets. 

Comolata Banerjee, who wrote the delightful music for 
,£a\lcAa’s ballets in the early twenties, told me what a pi'r- 
f^ctionist Pa\lo\a was. Nothing ‘good enough’ would do toi 
her, it had to be the best. She also told me how iiicrediblv 
Pavlova changed her whole being with the donning of h(‘r 
Indian costume and how she became a living Ajanta I u'seoe, 
and the very incarnation of Radha hers< If, that she rehearsed 
non-stop, and how, during her tciur in India, while most of 
the membel's of her comrianv, w^hich included some virile 
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young male Russian ami Polish rlanccrs, gasped for water-and 
lay panting under whirring fins, Pavlova was at the theatre 
early every morning, gaily, smilingly, h#ppily ‘loving every 
moment' of her India, and practising for hours on end. 

Since my hrst woild tours in bolli the 1 ast and the West, 
how many professional and non-prolessionals have I met who 
have told me that it was Pavlova who was the high priestess 
who initiat<‘d them into the art of dancing. Imagine, thirty 
years ago, soinehodv cairving the ait of a little-known dance 
s.v le, in tights that exposed so muc h of her limbs, c onquering 
with hei peculiar h\pnotic spell, fjtherw ise ignorant audi- 
ences. In addition, she hcisey danced Russian, Japanese, 
Mexican and Hindu daiiLCs. 

People todav talk about the enigmas ot Pa\lova\ Art, for 
Pavlova Garbo, hul somcthiivj intangible in hci per- 

sonahtv that ma !e her a being apait manv people have 
told me ol lu r peisonalitv, prismatic in its ride scent light, 
and he! jiowcr se« med to ha\c*c i^t its Kuliancc over not onlv 
those out Iront watching lici vaiious charac tc i isations shape^ 
and leshape themselves be foie he i eves, but also those 
acluallv on stage with tie 1 \s a dancer rnvselt, I have met 
manv oustanding |iersonalilu ' e)ii the sfage andi scieen, and 1 
know how lew and raie are those peisonalitie s who can en- 
chant me liming an actual peitormance v\ilh lelKfw -ai tists 
who know the daik and light side ol eveiv outstanding aitist, 
sti ipped ol all illusion. 

Douglas laiibanks showed me a tdm jneced^ togetUvJi.pt 
Pavlova doing improvisations id hei lamous solos, 01 a sed»*c_- 
tion ol hei solos on the set ot his lathei’' 1 huf 1/ RjLjbJjJ. 
1 he vc'ar I believe v' is 1924, and 1 think that much of what 1 
leel in her peifoimance in that loughlv shot him, strippe'd ol 
all the technical tucks ol shooting a dance sequence tc lav, is 
liest summed up m what Richard Bui kle w lote ot hei “W hat 
IS grcxVtncs,^ What is ‘stai quahtv ^ I never sJw Pavlova 
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until last Sunday; then I saw her as close as you arc to me, and 
my word, if I ever doubted it, I don’t any more! She was 
great, great, great I There she sat, large as life, perfectly 
clear, and for several minutes she mimed ‘Christmas’, sitting 
on a sofa. She smiled, flirted with imaginary suitors, slipped 
out of her cloak, held a rose and cried a little. I saw her 
tragic neck, her transparent Russian Jewish face, and her eyes 
brimming over with the Odyssey and the Divinia Comedia 
and the complete works of Shakespeare. All the things Paler 
said about the Mona Lisa were true about hi^r. ...” 

Another graat artist who has inspired so manv is Vaslcn 
Nijinsky, who had danced wjth Pavlova, and whose death in 
19^0 came as a tragic and sudden shock. Nijinsky had bi'< ome 
part of everything that savoured of the fantastic, m>stical, 
religious and perfect that any living male dancer had e\er 
been or meant to me. And now he was dead! There were 
stupid headlines that evening in the papers, so full ol' 
ridiculous and undignified sensaticflialism. Reatling the news 
that afternoon, one w^ould have thought that some mxthical 
performing tiger or elephant of Bamum's had suddenlv cast 
its mortal skin and in full view of J ‘well informed’ pi ess 
evaporated into thirf*air. The appalling lack of dignit\ and 
the so-called pictures of Nijinsky — moslK lhe\ were of his 
sister an 4 other male dancers in costumes similar to his- - to 
this day fill me with horror at the devastating nonsense an<l 
power the press can exercise over the minds of a si-nsation- 
Iqvjin.g. public. 

Nijinsky had once come to see me dancing at the Saville 
Theatre in 1948. He had never seen Hindu dancing. I was 
told his wife would be with him and they would be in a box 
up left from the stage on which I would dance. Can you 
imagine my thoughts? 1937, that bookstall, those faded 
green covers, the book by his wife Romola, and now hi‘ 
would be sitrtng in the box yp left from the stage and I would 
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clanct* for him tonight. It was like dancing for Si\a, God of 
the Dance himself. During the interval, I was led around to 
meet him, and in spite of ha\ing met many outstanding people 
in both India and the W(‘st, I w^as filled with a sense of aw'e. 

'idease don’t look too fixedly at him," Romola, his wufe, 
asked some of the people with me — I think it was an assistant 
stage manager or impresario, 1 forget which— “\ou see this is 
the first time Vaslav has C(jme out t» a theatre, and he seems 
to have enjosed the first half \erv much, and please," looking 
warningls at some nash-hulb reporters — “no pictures." But 
for what happened later she might ha\e spoken to the wdnds, 
as far as reckoning with tliose r^Pporters was concerned. 

And then I looked at that lace — oli\e complexion, Tibetan 
Mc)ngolian e\es that slanted towards the temples, a straight 
nose in p»’olilo, rither fit sh\ in lull ^ it^w , and lips that seemed 
to be half smiling, hall compressed, at some dimension that 
was not porcc‘j)til)le to pi(‘, haunting and ciiildlike, but 
terrible in its indinerenc e. I cannot sa\ tluit the face looked 
(‘ithcr old or \oung. ' 

While his wife spoke to mt , translating rn\ answers and 
his replies, I detec totl that he was not, quite ‘"gone into the 
other world” as rfhew said. I had the impre^sion that he 
ratliated kindness and lo\e ; his spirit came out and met mine. 
And the ps\chic impression that I got was the caress of a 
wise saQC who was sending out thor dits of lo\e and under- 
standing to me, lai *^1 longer than tlu usual meaningless babble 
of w(n*ds that are exchanged amc’^ng people c^f tht" theatre. I 
handed to him from a tra\ that a waiter had brought in, tea 
and sultana cake. W'ith cjuiet composure lie extended his 
bc'autilulK poised hands and I noticed that with the first two 
fingers and thumb of his light hand he heljied himself to the 
cakcx Childlike, pure, civstal clear and simple, his »\iiole 
face r.\diated a pcMce that is hard to dehne. .The elegant 
manner in which he drank tea made the Woolworth china 
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seem like priceless Czarist porcelain. Every mo\cment of 
his hands \Nas filled with an elegance and grace which could 
not escape me. And to think that, wTapped up in a \ery 
ordinary tweed o\ercoat, and plain English-cut suit, lie could 
con VC V such grace ! 

Roniola smiled kindiv and benignly at me. She was patient 
and losing, like someone carefullv tending a magical tree 
whose flowers bloomed«once in e\ery thousand sears. Her 
whole attitude was one of patience, resignation and <.aim, 
with a strange Madonna-like look of sadness in her beautiiul 
eyes. I was afraid that I could not agree tliat she was a 
negative influence in Ins life? Mans people bad main siews, 
some of them not \erv kind, about her marriage with 
Nijinsks. But who is ansone to )udge the actions of two 
individuals in a world (>f free action and thought And who. 
anyw'ajf, were her critics? They were not the ones who 
nursed Nijinsks through the seilcfl sears of his retiremc'iit as 
Romola did; and set so mans ssould make ac ciisatioiis about 
' Romola’s lack of this, that and the other, that one ssould hast 
thought then ssere hrst-hand ssitnesses on that fateful boat 
which changed the^ course of life for tsso ol the giiit 
characters in the drama that ssas Diaghilesis Russian ballet m 
those nc^t so distant, but seemingls far off jears. 

Nijinsks ssas interred ssith the usual ceremons. I he 
crowd departed. I had ssithdrassn a little distance uncle i a 
tree. After the throng had disappeared, f appioacheel ami 
threw in a less handfuls of earth and softlj laid floss ers I had 
brought for his grase. ' said something like this in a sshispei . 
“Good father in Hcasen, take this Child sshose bods seisc'd 
)ou, danced for sou and broke itself for )ou in its short span 
of life on this earth as a dancer; keep him fores er sshere 
there are eternal melodies for him to elance to, sshere the 
rising and setting sun will light the stage where this great 
Nijinsky svill dance for you, and spare him the painful rebirth 



IMPRESSIONS OF RUSSIAN BALLET 


123 


of ever being incarnated to dance and suffer again on 'this 
earth as he did! Beloved friend, gentle-eyed dancer, receive 
from Ram, who speaks for India and Asia* these flowxrs, these 
prayers and these tears of mine, tears of sorrow, and tears of 
happiness that you have been released from your earthlv bonds 
— receive m) prayers and love on your new journey into 
other worlds.” 

I walked away, 1 got int^^ a taxj and drove home. Th^' 
tragedy of the immortal Rose had filled m> heart. That night 
I dreamt Nijinsky had become a Tibetan monk and that he 
w'as happy. I told Romola later about that dre'am. 

Platform 12 , \'ictoria Static'^i. There is dense fog. It is 
noon. The rear carriage of the train, a wagon for carrving 
trunks and heavy bag;gage, lies bare. In its centre is a heavilv 
crated ho\, within which lies the shroud of Nijinskv’s dis- 
turbt'd remains. Madame 1 egat is beside me. Tears are in 
her eves, but she smiles. There are some of her pupils 
around her, little girls learning the art of ballet. And there 
in the heavv, wooden (rate is the shroud that holds thf^ 
mortal remains of one of Cirnl's most de\oted priests, who 
s])oke his sermons thrcAigh mo\ements, and his benedictions 
in his expressions and his love of Cjo^ through the Dance. 

I hat distant red light, half submerged in the steam and fog of 
the station, dims. 1 look at it and wxmder if the Dying Swan’s 
ruby jewel whicli I\wl(na always v>ore like a drop of blood 
on her immaculate v\hite, could have looked as svmbolic and 
tragic as that c rimsc)n cvciamen light. TTien the 7;ed tuinvd to 
emerald green ; I jerked back out of my dreams into the reality 
of the moment; there was a shrill whistle. With a loud and 
heartless bang, the porters shut and fastened the doors of this 
goods v\ agon. But the pupils and mv self had plac ed some v ellcwv 
dalfcHlils, flown from sunnier Jersey, on his bier. Slox.lv the 
train left the station. Platform Number 12 . Nijinsky’s re- 
mains set to rest in I ondon, now leave LondonHor Paris to lie 
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beside Vestris, a god of the Dance of another day and age. Like 
some great, disappearing vision, the mists obliterate the last 
glimpse of an ugly Vagon. A station again ! It was at a station 
in Calcutta that 1 had first bought a book about Nijinsky by 
his wife in 1937 . . . and this was some time after his death 
in the fifties. . . , It was London. I was glad again to wave 
good-bye to him, for the last time, tdl eternity. 



C’ H A PTI R I T 1 V r N 

I he War: Pilgrim 's Progress 

F ar abo\c the skies ol I uropc, away intd inhnity, the 
\Nai M^rs had (lung his chvdicnge against the forces 
of light. The re\crbcrations of this small, insignificant 
I artli, shook with the destructive aspects of Si\a, I could not 
help thinking il *se words from Mai\el S hwob writing in 
Ic I i\rc Jr Monel Ic : 

“This is the teaching: Destrov , destrov , destrov I Dcstrov 
within V ourself, destrov voursclf, destrov all around you. 
M.tke njoni for \our soul and lor other souls. Destroy 
because all creation proceeds Irom destruction . for all 
building up is done with debris, and nothing in the world 
IS new but shap«’s. But the shapes must be perpetually 
destrosed . . . break eserv cup from which jou drink.” 

That Great God who performed his Dance of the Setting 
Sun, Lord Sica, ami»..<t such lranquilit\, is he not liable ‘to 
moods ol violent energy in his cvcleic Dance ot Creation, 
Preservation, Destruction? .And the seasons, those gh ious 
colours that come every vear in Kashmir, *n Hvde Park, 
Central Pan-, in New Aork, and the Bois in Parm? 1 had seen 
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it first hand. First, the early promise of Spring, fresh, burst- 
ing, pink and green, flowering into Summer. How warm 
and filled with promise Summer was. This was the time that 
farmers the world over clawed and ripped the Barth, of that 
Great Mother (that Goddess aspect of fruitfulness), tearing 
her bosom for milk. And her milk flowed in Autumn and 
gave rich harvest according to the amount of labour put into 
those who dug deep into her bosom and sowed into it their 
most fruitful hopes and seeds. Winter was a time when all 
Nature slept. The old husks were shaken oft, cruel as it was, 
the branches tv ere stripped bare of their tinted foliage, anil 
in Kashmir the lakes Iroze, ^nd the blinding bla/e of Sun re- 
flected on snow told of the deep freeze that was ‘rec reating’ 
itself for the New Spring, the new life incarnate that awaited, 
being reborn and reincarnated into the coming Spring. And 
so the process went on; had gone on from the beginning 
of Time and would go on till the end of Time — Maha Kala, 
the Tibetans called him, it was alf the same.” 

This war of Man against Man nas perhaps but another 
aspect of that cvcle of evolutioil that an excited and 
frightened civilisation called the wrath^ of Mars. What 
thoughts assailed niv heart as my boat carried me back 
through* that very same blue Mediterranean. Onlv a few 
months ago I had sailed through her waters, hlled with hope 
and ambition and desire to impart something of truth and 
beauty to t]ie world. And there, right in the midst of that 
success in London and Paris, Mars, the War God, had stirred 
the heart of Man and he was out to destroy w hat he could 
not understand, would not understand. In mv mind I saw 
innumerable churches all over Europe and England ring out 
to God the Creator to avenge His wrath on the common 
enemy. I wondered. What would I do if God had asked me 
to arbitrate?* Upon whom would 1 cast the blame for what 
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was happening in World War Two? I thought of Michael 
Angelo’s wonderful picture of God the Creator, Father of 
the Universe, painted centuries back, f imagined a great, 
big, strong hand scratching the lace of a powerful brow, the 
picture I had of God, that of someone not a little amused, 
but someone watching His own creation getting out of hand. 

1 thought also of that blazing bronze gold statue of Siva which 
countless devotees worship in that rt;mote temple in Tanjore. 

The contrast ol Paris with lights, and Pari, with her seils 
ot darkness drawn in sf)rrow, was something that will li\e 
for ever in nn memory. How atmospheres change! When 
a cit\ is happs , like human beiiags, its lace glows, carrvinp 
\ou on an inxisible stream, and when that same face was sad? 
Well, c^ne wept with it! 

Pans '' woman, a Ixautilul enchanting woman, whom 
no m»in, haMng .en, could resist. And \et Paris was the 
name of the man who had been seduced bv the Golden Helen 
of 1 roN . I hen v \\r^, realK , w As Pai is ^ Was it the cit\ where 
m o\er\ asj^ied of its life the male-female piinciple, whicf^ 
the ancient ones in India called the dualitx ol \rJha-\ari was 
clearU exc’mplified ' iTiis thought puzzled me. But London 
was a Man. \nj New York, that perhaps was the Giant 
which these two cities had fashioned from their loins and 
those of aarious luiopc'an children that had stemmed from 
their c i\ ilisations. 

The ship was carraing me through the Red Sea. Was it 
true that this sea once parted at che touch of a ^-od? ^nd it 
was hot . . . anvwaa a\h\ were these craza thoughts coming 
into my mind? Were thea craza ? Or aaere then of ana rc'al 
significance? I could not tell . . . then. Hoav I praaed to 
that Gn'at Mother lor the saleta ol those I loved, those 
countries and people and Iriends aah(nn 1 aaas leaving behind, 
to God alone knows what horrors! looking to the Fast, 
ploughing »‘!owlv thre^ugh the hot Red Scm, ^ remembered 
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that sometime, in the mists of antiquity, the Sermon on the 
Mount was preached to a chosen people. 

And out of the gVief and sadness in my heart for the great 
civilisation of Europe and the war that was to bring havoc to 
imtold millions, 1 recalled the story of the ‘Bhagavad Gita’, 
or Song Celestial. Arjuna also was in anguish. Strong, heroic 
and full of action, he had that moment of doubt. Arrayed 
opposite him were his foes on the battleground of Kuruk- 
shetra, said to be a site near Delhi. In torment, he asked 
God whether he should abandon destroying so many human 
lives to conqu^r his enemies. And the voice of God speaking 
through Krishna apparelled ar a charioteer answered : 

“O Krishna, seeing these my kinsmen gathered here 
desirous to fight, my limbs fail me, mv mouth is parched; 

“Mv body shivers, mv hair stands on end, mv Gandiva 
(bow) slips from my hand, mv skin is burning. 

“O Krishna, neither do I see any good in slaying my 
own people in this strife. 1 desire neither Victory, nor 
Kingdom, nor pleasures. 

“Teachers, uncles, sons and grandsons, grandfathers, 
fathers-in-law, brothers-in-law, besides cither kinsmen, for 
whose sake empire, enjo\Tnent and pleasures arc desired, 
they themselves stand here in battle, forsaking life and 
wealth. What avail, then, is kingdom, enjoyment or even 
Life, O Krishna? 

“These, warriors 1 do not wish to kill, even though 1 am 
killed by them, not even for the dominion over the three 
worlds, how much less for the sake of this Larth, O Slayer 
of Madhu.” 

Speaking thus in the midst of the battlefield, Arjuna sank 
down on the scat of his war chariot, casting aside his bows 
and arrows, his mind overwhelmed with sorrow. 

The Blessed Lord said : 
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“O Arjuna, whence comes upon thee in this critical 
moment this depression unworthy of an Aryan, disgrace- 
ful and contrary to the attainment of If^avcn? 

“O son of Pritha, yield not to unmanliness; it docs not 
befit thee. Casting off this mean faint-heartedness, arise, 
O Terror of thy Foes !” 

Arjuna said : 

“With my nature overpowered^ by pity and depression 
and mind confused about duty, I implore thee, tell me, O 
Krishna, with certainty, what is good for me. 

“I am thy Disciple, instruct me, who havt taken refuge 
in Thee. For I see not what a an remose this grief which 

O 

withers my senses, even if I should obtain unrivalled and 
Hourishine dominion over the harth and rulership over the 
gods.” 

And the Ble'-sed Lord said : 

“As in this bod) the embodied soul passes through child- 
hood, youth and old age, in the same manner it goes from’ 
one body to another : therefore the Wise are never deluded^ 
regarding the Soul. 

“O mighty among •men, he is ht to attain immortality 
who is serene and not afllicted b\ these sensations, but is 
the same in pleasure and pain. 

“There is no existence for the unreal and the real can 
ne\er be non-existent, Ihe seers of Truth know the 
nature anil final ends of l>oth. 

“Know that to be indestructible b\ ^^hich al^this is per- 
vaded. No one is ever able to destro) that Immutable. 

“These bodies are perishable; but the dwellers in these 
bodies are eternal, ir destructible and impenetrable. There- 
fore fight, O Descendant ol Bharata! 

“People will ever speak ill of thee: tor the esteen ed. 
Dishonour is even worse than Death. ^ 

“l^ese g*eat car-warriors will think that thou has 
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drawn from the battle through fear. And thou shalt be 
thought of lightly by those who once honoured thee highly. 

“Thine cnemiA will speak unutterable, tlisgraceful thin'gs 
against thee and blame thv valour. What can be more 
painful than this ? 

“If thou fallest iPi battle, thou shalt obtain Heaven ! If 
thou conquerest, thou shalt enjoy the earth. Therefore, C) 
son of Kunti, arise and be resolved to fight. 

“Regarding alike pleasure and pain, gain and loss, victory 
and defeat, fight thou the battle. Thus sin v\ill not stain 
thee.” 


India v\as dark in spirit at the raging v\ar that was bursting 
into flame and disaster all over luirope. Woulil the whole 
world perish? Was this the final dissolution spoken about in 
the ancient texts ? 

If it had not been for mv meeting with Mahatma Gandhi in 
Bangalore during one of his tacations in Nandi Hills, some 
.thirty miles from Bangalore city itself, I would not have had 
such a strong pull to the ‘inward life’. This meeting lent 
me so much strength for the constanf trials of ‘outw\trd life’. 
But for many impressions and conversations with this great 
kindlv ‘Man of the Holy Books’ who practised what he 
preached, I should not have been so con\inced and attracted 
by the occult truths and teachings so bc'autifullv put into the 
simple verse and language of the ‘Bhagavad Gita’, the Song 
Celestial, [n my opinion this is the greatest of all Sanskrit 
literature. To Indians it represents what the N(wv Testament 
does to the peoples of Europe. I remember how in the after- 
noon sun of those hazy, health-giving Nandi Hills, Gandhi 
would sit down, handkerchief sheltering his head from the 
warm sun, w'ith a group of disciples around him, and read 
extracts from the ‘Bhagavad Gita’ and quote extracts from 
the New Testament. 
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“You see all truth is One. It is because Man has this ui 
credible sense of ‘I am’ instead of ‘Oneness’ that the troubles 
of the world come in cycle after of distrust and 

calamity. If only those who read the Holy Scriptures would 
slowly meditate and dig into the Iinlightening Truth con- 
cealed within their pages, how muc^more at peace Man 
would be v^ith himself.” 

When he was reading these cheaters, his whole being 
became radiant, his eyes shone and his aura melted the hard 
crusts that surrounded all of the people sitting beside him, 
both old and young. I can still see the people gentlv massag- 
ing those slim legs . . . the legs^hat had carried him all over 
India, walking into the houses oi the jxjor, into the back 
streets, into and out of prison. And here he was reminding 
us to read ainl hold fast to the Holy Books; the Christian 
Bible, which he kne\N so well, was to him ol as areat a value 
as the ‘Bhagavad Gita’. It^is a pity that more Luropeans do 
not read the tre^^.u'^s of Truth concealed in the ‘Bhaga\ad‘ 
Gita’, and more Indians the Bible of God and His command- 
ments. The circle of their knowdedae would then, in mv 
opinion, be complete. 

I newer forgot pis first meeting with this ‘God and Love 
intoxicated’ Saint. I ike Akhnaton or Amenhotep IV, who 
reigned in Lg)pt in 137s to 13^8, CLindhi beliexed in non- 
violence and the brotherhood of all human and God-created 
life. Akhnaton’s ‘IlMiin to the Sun’ embodied in spirit the 
same love and goodness that Gandhi’s life exempljfied. 

“I am not a great singer,” 1 remember Gandhi sa\ing one 
day when he was talking to his group, “Galli Curci and Gigli 
would laugh if they hv ard me trying to sing. But come on 
... let us all try, at least the Almights above knows that it 
is in the spirit of things that wx offer up this H\mn.” nd 
in a strange mixture of voices all the various hidians from 
distant parts of India sang ‘Lead Kindly Light’.* I thought to 
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mjfself that some ot the voices sounded comical in their pro- 
nunciation of some of the words, quite unlike the way my 
elocution teacher Vould sing them. I had to restrain myself 
from laughing out loud sometimes, as one of the followers 
from the province of Bombay had the most amusing accent 
in some of the lines rf this beautiful hymn. But so serious 
was the expression 6n Gandhi’s face and so filled with happi- 
ness the expression, vjith his eyes shut as he sang, that I 
myself was carried away and sang the song from my heart. 

I met Gandhi a few times between 1940 and 1947. I had 
danced for him, too. My recollections of this gentle saint 
are very vivid. Physically, hr? was thin. His skin was a golden 
brown, clear. He had a shaven head, and wore spectacles 
which he had a habit of taking off and wiping. His eyes were 
cherry-brown and when they lit up at some amusing incident 
could laugh with the generous expression of his large mcjuth. 
When in repose, either praying or deeply engrossed in writing 
or reading a letter, Gandhi’s face, particularly the eyes, with 
half-closed lids, looked as though they had all the sorrow and 
sadness of the world laid on them. At moments like these 
his face, for me, assumed the grandehr of nature. His hands, 
not small but medium, had sensitiveness, and when he 
touched you or blessed you with those hands, then sou felt a 
great feeling of peace come upon you, and on such occasions 
the peace that Riled one’s mind and being was similar to the 
mere look of that Sage of Arunachala, Ramana Maharishi of 
South Indiji. Personally, I had the same spiritual impact 
of peace and spiritual power from both, but the manner 
of receiving ‘grace’ from these two great Masters was 
different. 

It was Gandhi who said to me : “I do not understand the 
Tamil songs of South India. I do not understand what the 
Kathakali actor is trying to say with his variety of gestures. 
Music, to my cars, is more understandable than the compli- 
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cated gestures of our dances. Why don’t you preface each of 
your dances . . . explain . . . talk to us, tell us what the 
dance expresses and what it is trying to cronvey in its spirit. 
Then we can all enjoy that which we understand much better 
than this guessing game. . . . 

It was at the Regal Theatre in Delk^that I spoke for the 
first time to an audience from the stage, because of what he 
had said. And something that hac^ not occurred to me 
occupied my thoughts. How many people of the north, 
Delhi, Baroda, Jaipur who speak a different dialect from 
those of Madras, Cochin and Trichur in the south, can 
possibly understand what is being enacted on the stage? In 
japan, escrybody spoke Japanese, and basically the noble- 
man and the peasant alike, watching the Kabuki could under- 
stand cvei y thing because the language w'as widespread. 
Possibly in China, too. But here in my country India? How' 
could the dance of the north be understood for both their 
technical beauty and classical mtisic, when to most people ol 
the southern States of India both w'ere foreign? .And it was , 
this vers disconcerting thought and difficulty that made me 
break m> steadfast rule that ‘Dancers should be seen and not 
heard’. After that, verv often, and not without nervousness, 

! prefaced my dances with a little talk on what one tried to 
say in the rich vocabulary of South India’s dance idiom. 

One of the highlights of mv last Indian tour (1940-47) 
was the recital I gave at Delhi. .Among other things, Delhi 
has always been a city that has fascinated me with its .Moghul 
palaces, old Red Fort and ancient city known as Old Delhi. 

One night, my friend Diwan Chamanlall, brought Javva- 
harlal Nehru backstage at the 
interval. I remember the great thrill and excitement that 
the entire troupe got, not to talk of the state of nerves I ;.ad 
worked myself into. To meet one of the great ^nhitevts ot 
New India, to see him in the flesh, and to talk tet him vvas an 


Regal Theatre during an 
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honour. The thought that two hours of his life, a very 
crowded life filled with innumerable tasks and duties that 
needed supcrhuma^ strength, should be given to me for me 
to show him the pure and beautiful classical dance of India, 
was indeed a great privilege. 

On being introdu^.*d, I could not help noticing the sad 
expression of his eyes. Almond-shaped and large, they 
seemed to hold the lingering and brooding expression of a 
dreamer who saw far beyond the mortal ken of ordinary men. 
The nose was finely shaped, sensitive and commanding in 
strong contrast to the pale skin. When he spoke to me his 
voice was clear and lucid. Words came from him, seriously 
and slowly, yet full of power. I thought of the great 
Emperor Ashoka. Then again I thought of Lord Buddha, 
and I could not help feeling that in some distant wav, 
Nehru reminded me of them both, from all I had read of 
the three of them in histon and fjom what I beheld of Nehru 
in person. 

“What type of dancing do vou like best of our four main 
schools, Panditji?” I asked, searching his face. 

“I love only tlie Jjcautv of the movements. Watching vou 
tonight, I was more conscious ot the dai^ce than the actual 
technique in which you executed sour items. And that is the 
test of great art — to conceal itself and give only the pure 
vision of beauty to the spectator. Besides that, Ram Gopal, 
I am unable to distinguish one st>le from another. How manv 
can? I caiviot answer your query about the technique of the 
various schools, but ' can tell you that I liked your dance of 
Shiva, Thillana and the Rajput serenade bc'st of all the Indian 
dancing I have seen.” 

I felt like saying, but did nc:)t, that I would be prepared to 
dance all day and night for several days and nights, if it would 
satisfy him.^' 

How imptessed I was by the beauty of his face. He was not 
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a young man, but he looked astonishingly youthfuL He had 
long brooding eyes, like the Ajanta frescoes. And wliat a 
trim, slim silhouette his figure was. His ^tions were quick, 
his face active with a ‘fire’ and he answered readily any 
questions one asked him. There was the qualits of culture 
and aristocracy in his face and gest%|j|-es which onlv the 
high born could wear without seeming arrcjgant. He was 
so ditterent from Ciandhi. But thfn all \i\id and ^reat 
personalities are different from t^ach other. Since the 
assassination of Ciandhi, and the rebirth of India *as a free 
nation, 1 have felt that the life of politicians hiust demand 
the greatest amount of tact, patience and strength that seem 
well nigh impossible for human nature to bear. Surels there 
must be some w'a\ in which all that ‘bod\ tension’ can 
be relie\cct. HciW or in what irwinner, 1 do not know. 
Idshing and painting — like C'hurchiir^ Spinning cloth like 
Gandhi t Perhaps. 

On the night o^ niN introducticjn to jawahailal Nehru there 
was a dinner with mans celebrities [)r(‘;*ent. Sarojini Naidui 
sat quiet and impassiNe, which was raihcu’ unusual tor her, 
since on presious occasrons 1 had alwa\s known wheie slie 
was at a rcceptior^or parts b\ the large crowd that was in- 
e\itablv drawn to this woman. 1 askt'd someone wh\ she 
looked so wan and quiet, and was told that she had rc< o\ered 
from one of her heart attacks that ot late had become rather 
frequent. 

1 remc'mber in 1^)44 tra^elli^g from Bomba\ to l^oona with 
Sarojini and nuself .>lone in the com[>artment . Here was a 
chance for her to relax and talk mforinalU. It was at a time 
that anybody who spoke as he c^r she thought was either 
jailed or ‘given notice’. She had |ust attended an Indian 
National Congress meeting in Bombas and was going to Pc v»na 
for a rest. 1 thought to m\selt that, since wouUl be 
having tlie rest she badly needed in Poona, 1 ntight as ssell 



RHYTHM IN THE HEAVENS 


136 

ask her what she thought about people, the situation at that 
time, and her views on music, literature and other subjects. 
She speaks with ti\e most extraordinary flow of words it is 
possible to imagine. 

I said : ‘‘Tell me, Sarojini, what personal views do you liave 
on both Gandhi and^Nehru? Not political views, but the 
personal slants nou. fiave on them — the little things you may 
have noticed about thgm in your very close and intimate 
touch with them.*' 

There was no distant gazing out of the window, as some 
other Congresswomen affect when asked direct questions. 
Her answer came spontaneously from the heart, and I settled 
down to spend two of the most absorbing and interesting 
hours of my lifetime with her, as we sped through the 
gigantic western ghats. . 

“Gandhi is of course a very, very great soul. He is like a 
peasant in many wajs. Simple ^to the point of absurdness 
sometimes, he sheds a light of greatness around him that e\en 
the most hardened ^re touched b\. In many respects he is 
shrewd, cunning calculating, but that is natural, for he is a 
banya (tradesman) — and proud of *it — by birth. But aside 
from all his greatness, there is a quality of sadness about him 
after the death of his two closest and dearest ones, his wife 
and his secretary. In his present state I have come closer to 
him, drawm perhaps by my maternal instincts as I would to a 
child — for Gandhi has the heart of a child in many ways, and 
all of its pyrity. He lives with God, and God surely dwells in 
his heart.” 

There was a pause. We sipped some tea. “And Nehru? 
What about him? How have you reacted to him ‘offstage’? 
What about Nehru the man, as distinct from Nehru the 
dreamer and nation-builder? What difference have vou 
noticed as pompared to the Mahatma?” She smiled. Her 
smile comeif as easily and naturally as that of a child. It is 
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charming and bewitching with its gravity, sadness and yet 
has womanly and motherly warmth. 

“Wc often argue, because Jawaharlal^is very tempera- 
mental. We often debate furiously about something anc! then 
when things begin to get hot we break down and laugh I” She 
smiled again. “Humour is one advantage that those of us have 
who have had Western education, not the empty, superficial 
kind, but the true great, free education that one gets bv 
study and travel in the West. 1 often pitv the others work- 
ingf With us with their lack of humour and dry fac(?s, and try 
to liven things up by bringing them to good huftiour. 

“Now' to return to Jawaharlal ■> He had many opportunities 
when young, in e\erv w'av, that were denied (landhi — his 
aristocratic birth, wealth, intensive education both abroad 
and in Indi^, a resolutionarv father, and his meeting with 
great intellects. His \i('ws are broader than those of Gandhi 
in many respects. He is a^visionary w’ho sees things as the\ 
are today, with a view to building them tomorrow' and har- 
monising the w orld the day after.” She paused. “It is of course^ 
hard to draw c omparisons between them. Fach is in a class b\ 
himself.” 

I thought to rjivself th*at Gandhi was like Krishna, the 
Divine One, whose eternal nielodv todav, in the twentieth 
century, ^as one ol peace and love, whose doctrine of non- 
violence the barbaric and machine-dominated West was in- 
capable ol understanding. Nehru reminded me ot Arjuna, 
who fought braxelv and \anquisheii the e\il he sa\^' about him 
through his great powers of mind and spirit. However, 
at times during that dinner I flioughl I detected, on 
occasional moments when his face was in repose, a rather 
pouting lower lip, and a certain weakness about his features 
and expression. 

Jaw^aharlal ate onlv salads that night at dinn^^r. 1 thought 
to myself that that was wh\ he was able to ha\t' such a C(H')1 
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head and clear skin. There were quite a lot of prominent 
Congress members present — a very assorted variety, too, I 
noticed, when I IcJ^ked closely. I saw a Congressw'oman from 
the south, one who had gone to jail a few times, ‘enjoyed’ 
its heat, suffered the usual fevers, and had come out a much 
publicised ‘national Ij^roine’. I had a sly con^iction that she 
spent more time in jail building herself up through a well 
directed publicity campaign into a ‘cultured pearl’ variety of 
heroine, than the genuine article. Where before the finest 
silks wer^ the order of the day for her and those of her super- 
ficial t\q)e, sh^' was now walking in sheep’s clothing, swathed 
in shawls of homespun Kabdi^r^ which she wore with obvious 
discomfort. In the first flush of our growing spirit of in- 
dependence, I noticed that India was not without her spiritual 
quislings who would do ^tnything to remain in the limelight. 
There were some millionaires’ daughters there, too, that 
evening wdth the most magnificent diamonds dragging dow^n 
their ears, and necklaces to mAtch. They wore the usual veils 
,too, slightlv finer tl^an Khaddar^ which they told me was 
‘home.spun’, but which looked ‘millspun’ to me, and was 
worn, I was sure, more for reason? of advertisement than 
simplicity. 

1 accepted an invitation to tour for the convalescent British 
and Indian troops in hospitals scattered throughout ihe length 
and breadth of India. Had I only known what this meant ! In 
peace-time itself, travelling w'as by no means easy, but to tr\ 
and do the jame thing with a troupe in war-time was to court 
disaster. Come what may, I felt that I had to do something, 
and dancing for convalescent human beings was one ol the 
best contributions I could make during such times. We /ig- 
zagged all over India, only to find that when some representa- 
tive of a chosen area did not turn up, it was because he was 
not told in tijme, with the result that there was no adequate 
room for us to live in except parking on the station platforms 
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or waiting-rooms. And all our human needs had to be 
carried out under the most embarrassing situations. When- 
ever we started dancing the South IndiWi Tanjorc suite of 
dances, the troops from the Punjab would start shouting for 
the songs to be sung in Punjabi, and the opposite happened 
when ssc were touring in Hyderabad and North Indian sing- 
ing accompanied the regional Kathak dJhces of the north. 

Aside from the terribli discomforts, the food was uneat- 
able. Vegetables weie scaice, the rnilk was watered, if not 
given to us in powdered form in tins — with instruotions that 
sounded better than the milk tastt'd. \nel thea^ompletc dis- 
organisation of this fust 1 \S \ t^ur, which was sincerels put 
into action, was under the general direction of my friend, 

I ric Dunstan, who would have needed an armv to run the 
wlmle shoe' efficiently. 1 it member how happy and free I 
felt when 1 fmislv'd ms last performance. 

As soon as I had lelurne'd to Bingalore after dancing in 
Bombas, I was filled with cTepression and I lustration 

“Wh\ don’t 'M cart' on with sour school’” ms mother 
suggested wiscls ''he knew that 1 was feeling unhappy anef 
full of iier'tius teiisionsithat <>nl' dineing could sublimate. 

“Yi s, Mothei , I think it’«s a gootl idea.* I can run m> school, 
and when I toui iTnl la, some of thk‘ tk iclieis that I shall bring 
from laifjoii ami Milahai in tho south can carrv on my 
\\oik.” that N%as piccisch whn I did from 1940 on- 

wards. I engaged the seiMccs of scskral dancers, Lllappa 
Mudaliar and Ciowiie \mmil among them, who worked 
closeK with Bala^Sijraswali, greatest liMng woman dancer of 
‘Dasi Attam’ and Mutliukumaran iPillai from Ma\a\aram in 
the Tanjoi e ihstru t. 1 le woiked on \er\ much the same lines 
as Meenakshisundaram Pillai -Mso Kiinju Nair and Kun- 
chunni, two students of the Kerala school c^f the Poet \alla- 
thol in Shoranur, and a Kathak dance master who was niostly 
druggAl with opium ai\d slept continuously ya a w'orld of 
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dreams. His term of employment lasted a very short time 
and I was glad to see him go, for his habit of ‘seeing things’ 
were infecting so\ne of my other musicians, and I w<as 
frightened that some of the dancers might try this deadly 

But for me the greatest good luck came when that long 
cherished dream of. getting Kunchu Kurup — about whom I 
have already written — to come and teach me exclusivelv 
came true. We workecf for as much as eight to ten hours a 
day over U period of five y^ars. 1 also went to Meenakshis- 
undaram Pillai, the greatest teacher of ‘Dasi Attam’, who 
was also fully sersed in the principles of Bharata Natya Sastra 
and the dramatic Bhagavata Mela Nataka of Soolamangalam (a 
sillage in the district of Tanjore). Meenakshisundaram 
Pillai’s ancestors had derived much from its style and tech- 
nique, and this great dance master himself could dance 
beautifully portions from it. The first lime 1 went to Tanjore, 
I was taken by my good friend, the eminent Art critic of 
classical Indian dancing and music, E. Krishna Ijer. How in- 
debted I am to him for all the time, patience and trouble he 
took in resealing so much to me that otherwise would base 
been difficult to understand of the rich heritage that .South 
India has of its Tamil drama, dance and music. 

On the right-hand comer of the large garden thav was m\ 
home, with Father’s permission, I had constructed a garden 
studio. The stage was covered with a tiled roof. The floor 
was slightly raised. The ‘auditorium’ was large enough to 
accommodate about a hundred people, ^hd it was in that 
studio that all my pupii^ cvme and worked from morning till 
night. 

Mrinalini Sarabahai was dne of my first students. She had 
never learnt the full programme of ‘Dasi Attam’ before. But 
at my school ^e studied the technique and made rapid pro- 
gress under tse expert guidance of Muthukumaran *Pillai. 
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She also studied Kathak dancing. I remember how lithe and 
graceful her body was and how delicately she danced. When 
I danced in Bangalore and later in Madras and Calcutta during 
the war, it was Mrinalini whom 1 took as my partner. It was 
during her stay in Bangalore that she met and later married 
her husband. Every morning, Mrinalini, who lived at the 
other end of Bangalore, would be giveti a lift in the car of 
two sisters, also students of mv school. Both these sisters 
came of a distinguished family from Coorg in Mysore State. 
The cider, Nina Thimavya, looked like some goldeti bronze, 
or ivorv Goddess in beauty of face and form. Boli Cariappa, 
the younger sister, was just l^e a young Garbo — but a 
brunette Garbo, with dark, long eves and the most beautiful 
lips and smile. These two sisters, living miles away from my 
garden stud'o. were good enough tp bring Mrinalini in their 
car from her roorn'^ to my studio every single day for a period 
of years. And how thev worked! 

Neither Mrinalini nor Nina Thimavya had the vaguest idea- 
about the Tanjore or Kathakali dances, stage costuming,^ 
lighting or the craft of the theatre. But thev did all they 
could to learn. Boli, i^ina's sister, studied Kathak dancing 
because she said that that ^’as the sivle^shc liked. But after 
some months this beautiful girl tired of it, found it difficult 
and strcnift)us, and ga\e up. Nina, the elder sister, worked 
harder than ever and disi^overed that in the Tanjore dance 
her soul found its highest expression. She worked harder 
than Mrinalini and other students at the centre. And what 
glorious eves she iTaci — large, deep brown, with curving lids, 
hne nose and small mouth. Her ivefry fair complexion grew 
golden under the strenuous rehc'arsals from w hich 1 demanded 
everything that was best from each of my pupils studying 
technicjue under mv instructors and the finishing touche^ of 
the dance from me. 

How'Jvcr much one demandeci of Nina, she nwer flinched. 
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I have seldom seen any girl work as hard, consistently or as 
long as she did in those days of 1940. Sometimes Mrinalini 
would dance side by side with Nina. Nina, fair and exquisite, 
Mrinalini, dark and lissom with rather large feet and hands 
compared to the finer beauty of her fairer partner. But when 
they did the invocational dance, the ‘Alarippu’ together, and 
the rhythmic sequence called the ‘Jathisvaram’, they looked 
like two Ajanta frescoes moving in perfect harmony and 
rhythm. Mrinalini moved her body with greater pliability 
than Nind-, but Nina’s beauty of face and arms outshone that 
of Mrinalini. • 

Muthukumaran Pillai, a s^iperb actor and dancer in ‘Dasi 
Attam’ himself, would insist that expression was vital to 
bring life to the various Pa Jams or devotional love songs. 
Gowrie Ammal from M)]apore, Madras (in her time one of 
the great temple dancers of ‘Dasi Attam’) had come to teach 
expression and gestures at mv school, bor hours she would 
repeat a series of madras and accompany these gestures w ith 
jthe most delicate and exquisite facial expressions, called 
abhina\a. Nina would follow closeK, absolutelv absorbed in 
the storv being enacted before hef by this great actress. 
‘Krishna Ne Baganae’ was a love* storv of simple beautv in 
which the God Krishna was invited to come to the devotee 
and abide within her being. Mrinalini, learning this pa Jam ^ 
could not, hard as she tried, get the exact expression on her 
face for this passage of dance. Her gestures, poses and 
rhythm were good but she could not at that time infuse life 
into the expressions of her face. . . . Sc^I'made her practise 
the nine rasas of the Kathtikali dance to get the muscles of her 
face to move with delicate nuance and expression. I think it 
helped her a great deal. 

The classes began at eight in the morning and went on 
until sunset, with a break for lunch. The girls would come 
to my sitting-rooni-cum-library, filled with antiqfles and 



THF WAR: PILGRIM^ S PROGRESS 143 

Rajput miniatures, and rest and read. After lunch we would* 
discuss the next day’s work. And it w^as during those n^spites 
that I used to talk to them and tell them about the art of 
making up their eyes, their hair styles and the costumes they 
should wear, depending also on the storv or character they 
were portraving. 

“Remember this,” I would sa\ sternlv ♦o them, “unless your 
dances are brought to liie In a stud) oi the ‘Bliagavad Gita’, 
the ‘Upanishads’, and the simpl) written works of the great 
teachers of pliilosophv, both past and present, four per- 
formance will be dull, lifeless, dead ^ ou mwst know why 
and what )ou do in 1 ac h dance^ which is impossible unless 
voii ‘feel’ It. And vou can onl\ leel these legendarv stories 
and infuse them with life it vou ^tucK the old texts.” 

1 remem^f r one recital we gave at the lov\n Hall in 
Bangalore. It was lor some wai time chant) and I arranged 
the choreographs Nina would stand on m\ ncht, Mnnalini 
on m\ left, with mvselt in the centie We all wore white 
and speciallx designed costumes. It vsas tht' hrst time tlie^ 
public in Bangalore saw the ancient ran)ore dance st\le done' 
with m\ c horec^graphic |)atterning and dani^ed b\ both sexes. 

I he ‘Hasi \ltam’ is umuMK damped h\ wc^men alone but 
todav mans voting men dance it in Madras and c'llher parts c:)f 
India. “Il^ssomen use the kathakali technique and dance 
stvlcs and jierform m public , should sse not do the same with 
the ‘Dasi \ttam’ and perform thewe poitu^iis of it best suited 
to us"" is the invariable rejsls c^.ic' gels tcnlas Jrom male 
students. * , 

I fie ‘Dasi \ttam’ of lanjore defises from the Bhagasata 
Mela Natska, the male danc e drama pat cx^cIIcikc of the sillage 
of Soolamangalam in lanjoie clistiicl itself So theie Sre 
portions of this dance which both the male and female stud 'nts 
of Hindu Natva can perfoim. The Bhagasata Mela Nataka 
dance eframa is of course far, far cddei than the# Dasi Attain, 
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which one sees performed all over Southern India. In this 
respect it must have the antiquity and tradition of Kathakali 
Temple dancing performed again exclusively and only by men 
in Malabar. There is a picturesque dance drama in which a 
number of women perform in the great temple of Siva in 
Tanjore itself. It is called a Kuravanji which means a dance 
drama enacted by v^omen. Of course the whole drama is 
conducted by a Nattuyanar^ or Dance Master. 

My guru, Meenakshisundaram Pillai, had often conducted 
many such Kuravanji dramas. He used to tell me that his 
greatest female pupil of those times, a Devada^i, ‘Servant of 
God’ called jeevaratnam, t^e Daughter of Kalyani Ammal 
from Kumbakonam, used to dance the title role t)f Valli (the 
heroine of the Kuravanji) with such grace and perfection that 
he was reduced to tears., “I used to stop singing. The talas 
(steel cymbals) in my hands would drop into my lap as 1 sat 
cross-legged conducting the music. I used to get carried 
away by the beauty of her acting. I cannot imagine ever again 
peeing such perfection of expression. .And when she danced 
the purely rhythmic sequences, all the other girls I had 
trained seemed like wooden dolls bV comparison. Once in 
esery Master’s life'c^^omes that perfection, that divinity in- 
carnate, and Jeesaratnam was that girl whom I had the great 
joy of training from the time .she first learnt to sSalk.” He 
was always deeply mosed when talking of this \sondertul 
dancer. I had seen her perform in Mvsore several years before 
her death. And it vsas the dancing of this girl that had in- 
spired Rukmini Devi of Adyar to learn aU she could from my 
guru and Master, Mcenak^lhisundaram Pillai. It was one of the 
greatest tragedies to the world of Indian dancing that Jeeva- 
rafham died of smallpox in the early thirties. 

During a visit to Kumbakonam I visited the house of her 
mother, Kalyani Ammal, who I had been told had a great love 
affair with my guru, Meenakshisundaram, when they were 
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both young. Jeevaratnam, it was rumoured, was the ‘flower’ 
of their passion. Perhaps that accounted for the tender care 
and love he bestowed on her, also for the tears that he shed 
when he talked of this great dancer. When I visited the houst 
of the old lady, Kalyani Ammal, she lovingly took out the 
talai saman, a jewel traditional with Devadasis, worn on their 
slicked black heads. She showed me the tijncyu nia/a/, a temple 
jessel of rare antiquity, encrusted wuh rubies, diamonds and 
emeralds, which Jeevaratnam had worn, and most precious 
of all, her anklet bells which brought such music t(1 the I ala, 
or timing, of her matchless footwoik. The\ wtre now like 
relics. How moved we all wcM^as the old mothei explained 
everv thing with tender affection and details to us. I siv 
for there were the usual crowd of relations that could not 
undeistar ! v l.y Ram Gopal should want to see these relies 
It was in Kumbakonam that Vaialakshi and Bhanumati, 
another exciting pair of dajicers, had lived and worked with 
iheir great Master, \adivelu Pillai Jtevaratnani, \aialakshi 
and rnv great master and guru, Meenakshisundaram Pillai vrg 
all dead now, perhaps somewhere above in a temple worths 
of the gods themselves ^nv guru conducts the hc^avemlv dince 
peiloi mances ot^thes(‘ daheers whom the tow mortals that 
remember their dance on this eMith cherish tor ever 

Mv seftool overflowed with pupils. Some came tor the 
noveitv, others for the chance to learn a little, and still 
others to look upon the ail ol dancing in the same spirit m 
which I had dedicated mv life. It took me mans ^vears tc> hnd 
out that the ideals J worked for were not cxaetlv those that 
man) of the so-called students sHhred. \eiv lew ol them 
paid me anv thing, although Nina Ihimawi was one of the 
tew who did, and rc*giilarlv too. 1 could never resist a ‘Rare! 
luck’ storv . It was the usual theme with a \oi ot the < "her 
students, both male or femiale. Then storv b*'camc a theme 
song oY“No papa, no mama . . . verv pool . t vou teach me 



146 RHYTHM IN THE HEAVENS 

everything ... I do what you like afterwards”. But the more 
serious pupils who joined my school were those who gave my 
masters and myself great satisfaction. They made up for the 
ungrateful students. 

There was Krishna Rao and his wife, Chandrabagha Devi. 
Krishna had been my boyhood friend and enthused by my in- 
satiable quest for leafning all 1 could, and by my dancing, he 
also studied with the gr^at gurus 1 had worked under, and he 
and his beautiful wife gave many outstanding performances. 
How ma^ificent they both* looked, dancing like Shakti and 
Shakta, the male-female principle of Indian mythology. They 
have since opened a school vyhere Krishna Rao (uho is also a 
brilliant professor in science at the local college) with the 
help of Chandrabaga, imparts the knowledge of dancing to 
students from Mysore State and Bangalore itself. 

There was the very interesting case of a Parsi girl. She was 
a student of Viennese dancing vvhich she was studying in 
Bombay, an^, being interested in some complicated system 
pf philosophy, wantecl to study at my school, because she felt 
that through dancing she would uncover her past incarna- 
tions. The reasons she gave for asking to be a pupil of my 
school were all very complicatecT. But, lyioved b\ pity, I 
consented to her studving there and she made fair progress 
in acquiring the stvle and technique. But, someliow, she 
could never immerse herself in the spirit of Hinduism, and 
try as she could, there was an alien spirit that pervaded her 
Indian dancing. I was impressed bv her work and persever- 
ance, though. I have often wondered what became of her 
and whether she kept cosher Indian dancing or was seeking 
sorfie other outlet for discovering her previous incarnations. 

There were other students, Shevanti from Bombay, whose 
every line and movement were filled with grace and beauty; 
Janaki, a young Brahmin girl from Madras, who moved like 
Parvati, Goddess of the Dance herself; Tara, the dancer from 
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the Punjab, who had grace and vitality; Rajeshwar, whose 
slim waist was the envy of eveiy girl in the t ompany and who 
danced like a gazelle. Tliesc pupils are only a few of excep- 
tional talent who worked in my garden studio. There are 
others, too numerous to mention, who could nc^t stay the 
course and found it difficult to continue. 

Crowning all those years of work anc^tuds, was an in\Jta- 
tion to appear at the All India Danc^e lestnal in Bombas in 
1944. There, with the foremost dancers fathered together 
from the four corners of India, the leading critic oMiombas, 
D. C. Shah wrote; 

“Ram Gopal stood head and shoulders abo\e the rc,t. 
Ram Gopal’s was the smallc'st troupe at the festival and set 
his twc' p •.'•formanc es are amongst the season’s greatest 
highlights.” 

In addition to this the leadihg critus who organised the 
festival had organised a poll, and ms dancing topped the lii^ 
bs a vast majoiits of votes. It was not that such praise 
flattered me. On the cTintriarv, it made me realise that such 
adulation as the miblic gasV ms efforts sliould spur me on to 
grc'ater heights. 1 would woik harder and give more, and 
more, of the bc*st ssithm me. It I could conses something of 
the Truth of God through ms dancing, and if I had to sacrifice 
and siiflor and rclincjuish c*\cr\ thing tc^r liilhlling that ideal, 
then I would do so. hor whateNcr moments ot ‘rnith ANere 
revealed to the audieiue in m\ dances made am sacrifives 
worth while. 

I was also invited to organise and dance in tlie Ml India 
Dance Festival held at Delhi. 1 had alwavs lo^eil dancing in 
Delhi. The north held a fascination and biautN for me hot 
WMs hard to define. A self-chacing and kimlK lad\, Nirmala 
Jyshi, was one of the organisi'rs of that festixaU Mso in^ited 



RHYTHM IN THE HEAVENS 


148 

to appear was a Kathakali troupe from Malabar. And it was 
here that I renewed acquaintance with my friend, the great 
actor-dancer Ravunni Menon. 

An amusing incident occurred at this festival. During one 
of the evening shows of Kathakali with its traditional make- 
up, costuming and performance, the North Indian public 
started to shout and* stamp their feet. “Wc do not want to 
see this mask dancing and face making. We want something 
else. . . .” And so they shouted in the various dialects of the 
north. "Rie stamping and shouting became a roar . . . the 
curtain came down . . . and it was explained to the Kathakali 
dancers that the reason wa^as follows: “Your dancing is st) 
powerful and djuamic and frightening that the public were 
moved to shout . . . and that curtain? Oh well, er . . . that 
silly stage manager, he h<ys made a mistake !” I do not know 
how convinced these simple dancers were. I do know and 1 
did see, however, that the all-seeing, and flashing eyes of the 
portly Ravunni Menon (noted for his exceptionally pow erful 
and virile dancing) twinkled with diabolical laughter and rage 
at the same time. Surely this was another rasa or sentiment, 
I thought, that I had never seen this gleat actor assume before 
in the Kerala Kalaihandalam, whtfre I had first vsalched his 

I 

dance classes. 

This is the sequel. Two escnings later this sartie Katha- 
kali troupe, headed by Ravunni Menon, were scheduled to 
appear for the first performance. As their make-up is a long 
and complicated process, requiring several hours, Ravunni 
Menon and his troupe had come much earlier and, lying on 
their mats, subjected themselves to the skill of the expert 
Kathakali make-up artist. At about six o’clock on that 
paAicular evening, Nirmala Joshi came running to my hotel. 

“There has been a slight change. Ram Gopal. Would you 
dance this evening for the first performance? You see, the 
Vicerine and jier party are coming, and lots of V.I.P’s a?d 
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after what happened to the Kaihakali dancing a few days ago,* 
the committee of the festival have decided to replace them 
with a performance of your troupe instead. Would you 
dance, do you mind?" Nirmala asked rather nervously. 

I could not refuse. If that was the decision of the Com- 
mittee, then I would do as they wished. Then it occurred to 
me that that very afternoon I had seen Havunni Menon with 
so much reverence and humility enter the dressing-rooms 
and prepare himself for that evening’s performance. “Nir mala 
what is going to happen to the I^athakali dancers?* Ravunni 
Menon is a great dancer in his own held. What will he think? 
Have you told him? He is undgr the impression, as we all 
are, that his is to be the first performance. I don’t want him 
to think or feel that I have taken his performance away from 
him becanse of the distinguished audiences that are going to 
be present this e' fining. Look, jou get someone to explain 
to him everything tactfulh. It will be a tough job but for 
God’s sake don’t let him*get*annosed. I couldn’t bear to. 
hurt his feeling''. Please, please be as tactful as possible.” 

Nirmala hurried away, promising to do all she could. i 
was, frankly, worried, ^nd^anxious. I would not like that 
sort of treatment meted out to me. I*v\as annoyed at this 
sudden change of plans. But what cc'uld I do? 

This is what happened later. Nirmala had found somebody 
else to tell Rasunni Menon of the change. By this time, an 
hour before the performance was due to commence, Ravunni 
Menon was majestically arrayed n his full regalia of head- 
dress, billowiftg sHigts, red jacket, jewels and his splendid 
make-up. He had, %s I knew from my study in Malabar, 
already become the character he was going to dance. When 
it finally dawned on him, through the tactful interpreter, that 
his performance was cancelled, Ravunni Menon, whose 
gentle disposition belied a very violent temperament v.hen 
armisedS now unleashed his disappointment. J was in the 
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adjoining rooms allocated for each troupe of artists. I thought 
a hurricane had hit the theatre. Peering through my door- 
way, I could see that Ravunni Menon was giving one of the 
most inspired of his performances, but it was off stage. He 
scorched and reduced to ashes everyone and everything in 
that dressing-room. E^es blazing, voice bellowing, he asked 
why such an insult ^as directed against him, he demanded 
that he go on the stage and violently threatened anybody who 
would dare stop him from performing that evening. He did 
not care who was or was not coming, he would dance. 

“Now get out, all of you, you blithering sons of donkeys, 
you sons of weak-willed g^ts." Ravunni Menon roared at 
them in Malayalam. 

Seeing this impressive Kathakali master burst into such a 
torrent of anger and disappointment made me full of sym- 
pathy and pity for what had taken place.’ I decided to walk 
straight into the lion’s den. ... I would trj' and pacify him. 
“They are a lot of mud-hcads; fools, to have humiliated you. 
^They should have told you about this change of programme 
this morning . . . but to tell you shortly before you are to go 
on . . . why, it is cruel, unforgiyablff,” I went on. I soothed 
him. I spoke to Kim. But he* w'as like a child. Tears 
streamed from his face. He walked up and down all the time 
and bellowed the most dire consequences if he was not 
permitted to dance. r 

“You know what, Ravunni? They have had the boldness to 
ask me to dance . . . and at only such short notice ... as if 
I could go on now. . . . After seeing yoj^ ind the pain it has 
caused you ...” I added^ ' 

•“You are going to dance instead of me? Did you ask them 
toVemove me? . . . You didn’t. So they have tried to brush 
me aside lightly? All right, let them try lifting that curtain 
this evening. Let them try getting those lights to shin^!" 
Ravunni Menon looked as though he was holding s6me \in- 
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visible trump card and I wondered what he was going to 
do. 

Later I was told that some high dignitary, some landowner 
from the province where Ravunni came from, soothed and 
spoke to him. And it seemed that, having respect for the 
venerable landowner who spoke t(t him, Ravimni’s anger 
abated. The signal was clear. NirmaR, in the meantime, 
eyes twinkling with excitement at the storm that had seemed 
to have passed, came to me and said ; “It’s all right now . . . 
1 think we’ve managed it. He^ll be calm now.* Are you 
ready, Ram?” 

Nina Thimayya who was wi|^ me and Janaki, both went 
on that evening. The first item went all right; it was a 
musical interlude in praise of Ganapati, the elephant-headed 
god who removed all obstacles. Xbis was the introductory 
musical interlude? Then the two girls, Nina Thimayya and 
Janaki, danced. Following the first item, the Alarippu, 
Janaki went on to perform hdr solo dance, thg Jathisvaram 
(a purely rhythmic dance) to the Raga^or melody of Chakr^- 
vagam. Half-way through her dance, which Janaki was per- 
forming very well, she*cari*e to the portion where she takes 
a running leap to the riglTt side and tl^n repeats this to the 
left before finishing up in a very fast rhythmic pattern of 
the feet Sccompanied by her arms and hands. As she leapt 
into the air, something had happened, lor instead of landing 
on her feet, she landed flat on her back and one of her 
bangles ripped into her arms, cutting it badly. ^ Try as she 
could after tfiis, *ht could not, did not seem able to move, 
some strange powe^ seemed to wUt her not to dance. Tears 
streaming from her fi^'e, she rushed to Nina Thimayya, and 
to her dressing-room. 

1 dismissed it as just an accident. These things happe”* to 
tbe best of dancers. It was my turn next. The music started, 
tb*e dr&ms were beating their swift tempo; I prepared to go 
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swiftly out on to die stage. I said my prayers. As I danced 
out on to the stage and was tracing the quick pattern of my 
entrance on the boards, the lights flickered, dimmed, weiit 
out. There was a gasp from the audience. The next moment 
I was dancing in the dark. 

Retracing my steps I* walked to the wings. The music 
came. In a few momftits the electrician had repaired the fuse 
and the lights were on a^ain. Again my cue, the music began 
. . . again I was dancing as if nothing had happened. At pre- 
cisely the tame moment as before the lights fused again. The 
audience, with the Vicerine and other V.I.P.s started to get 
restless, somebody laughed aqd the tension broke. That saved 
the situation — for the audience. 

Once more I was in the wings, this time praying harder 
than ever, and I realised tljat Ravunni Menon’s anger was not 
without meaning. I remembered his veiled threats of “Let 
them try getting those lights to shine”. So, using all of my 
own will power, I pitted my* forces against his, and using 
qyery ounce of conc^tration, danced again for the third 
time on to that stage. And come what may, lights or no 
lights, I would dance. Nothing #hap|>ened except that the 
lights flickered again tremulously L few tirnes; but for that 
item and the remainder of the pnogramme, all went well. 
Everybody was pleased. Of course, I had hearti of the 
‘Thought Magic’ that could be used fow all manner of ends. 
As I walked to my dressing-room, 1 looked for Ravunni 
Menon. I was told that in the early part of the programme 
he had left, storming. That night, Nina«.Tllimayya and I lit 
an extra incense stick &nd oil light fo Ganesa, God of 
Obstacles, for having protected us from further catastrophe. 

ICIthakali dancing is seen*at its best when performed in its 
natural setting at night with blazing oil torches and lights, 
and on a temple or village lawn. The same dancers perform- 
ing those same»dynamic dances on the stage of an electHcaliy 
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lit theatre lose a great deal of their magic and mystery. It 
would take an expert of the theatre to illuminate and present 
these dancers and bring out what only the natural setting of 
the Indian night and those oil torches can create. Also the 
vast public of Northern India are removed from the styles, 
customs and dances of Southern IndTa. Many of my friends, 
from men of letters to university students, complain that the 
music and singing of the south irritate and bore them. It 
made me realise how complex, contradictory and strange the 
cofitinent of India was to Indians Ahcmselves. Oftefl, I myself, 
coming upon some new ceremony or ritual difring one of my 
tours in India, would be amaze^ to find something that made 
me feel ‘strange’ and foreign to the spectacle before me. 

India is so vast. In South India alone the peoples of 
Mysore, .vUck' ' was born, would^find it hard to understand 
th^ Tamil-speaking peoples of Madras a lew hundred miles 
away, and the peoples of^Andhra could not speak anything 
but their own di'!ef '• of felugii, and when these ^hree peoples 
of the south would meet at some function or festival daji, 
they all conversed in Lnglish' I wonder now' what language 
we will all have to s^eak«in India? The original Sanskrit, 
from which all tly? var\ing*dialccts of InTlia are derived, would 
be the only solution, fof we Indians love clinging to our 
‘mother fongue’ of the local prosince where w'e were bom, 
and are loth to cast it^side for anything less than the imiversal 
language of India’s ancient sages and philosophers — Sanskrit. 

When a leading magazine from Bombay askec^for a series 
of articles on classical dancing and the w'ork in my school, it 
was Serozh Dadaclianji, the art Ad film critic, who was 
assigned the job. T nlachanji and myself had been friends 
since the early years of the war, having met in Bombay. His 
‘encyclopaedic knowledge of films, stories, stars and e.’ery- 
thing connected with films w'as something that amazed me. 
He WTOte .he critiques for all the American W European 
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films diat appeared in Bombay. I have never read any reviews 
comparable to those by this immensely talented writer. 
Later Dadachanji and I co-authored a book on Indian dancing 
which has enjoyed a considerable success. He was the friend 
who rushed to my side, from Bombay to Bangalore, when I 
lost my beloved mother! 

During my stay ifiliangalore I was at a display of the virile 
‘Kathak’ male folk dancers of the far north to which I was 
taken by my friend Major-General Akbar Khan, who was 
good enoil^h to organise thh spectacular dance performance 
one night in late summer. It was there that I was introduced 
to Michael Rouse, who was #n the British Army. His work 
covered not only India, but later Burma and Java. He was 
very popular in his regiment because of his understanding and 
knowledge of Indians. Consequently, when the war was over, 
and before his return to England, I askeif him whether, he 
would like to accept the A>ork of bjing my company organiser 
and manager. Of all the people who have handled companies 
qf Hindu dancers and qiusicians, Michael Rouse w'as easily the 
most tactful, alert and most beloved. When I returned to 
England in 1947, after the war, l^rs. Rouse, Michael’s 
mother, invited me to come and hbliday wi|-h them in New- 
quay. Much as I admire the greats beauty of all the English 
countryside in spring and summer, it is Cornwall wiith its air 
of brooding mystery and beauty that wil? always hold a special 
place in my heart. 

I rememtjer the lakes, woods and rocky beaches I visited 
on my first trip there. Michael pointed to one of the lakes 
and said: “That is the laldi from which t*iie sword Excalibur 
was given to King Arthur and later vanished into it.” My 
minS went back to the teacker at school in Bangalore, and I 
remembered her stories of King Arthur and his Knights of 
the Roimd Table. Qomwall is filled with stones, and rocks 
and trees and eastles, all impregnated with legend and myths. 
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And most Comishmen always referred to their land as ‘Our 
Country’. One day I said : “What do you mean, our country? 
Isn’t it all part of England?” 

“Oh no, Ram . . came the indignant reply from Michael, 
“you see, the English are foreigners here. We have lived here 
from . . . well, as far as memory goA back.” 

It was only after travelling very extensfvely during my three 
dance tours in England that I found^the term ‘our country’ 
could mean not England itself as a whole, but some bit of 
Wales, Devon or Cornwall ! 

I remember how scared I was when I saw my first hedge- 
hog, and because of its stillne^, and slowness, imagined it 
was going to attack me. Michael and his mother laughed at 
me. 

“You needn’t laugh, Michael,” ^said, “do you remember 
the, story you tol3 me of the time you were attacked by a 
snake in the Burma jungjp. You were very embarrassed, 
Michael, by wi-at happened then. You were n^rching your 
Indian battalion through a forest path;^ou, representing thg 
British Raj, were leading them, and then, when you came to 
that wretched littl^nAe, you stood back rather grandly and 
asked one of youi^ Indian sdldiers to killTt. Instead, the whole 
lot of them stood there and smiled at you. In order to save 
the prestige of the British you were forced to snatch a stick 
from someone’s handfand then you killed the poor thing. The 
men knew it was a harmless grass snake and one of the almost 
blind species! But you did feel very brave at ^having dis 
patched that fittle ncptile, didn’t you, but not without being 
frightened. So I carmot understand^vhy you laugh at me and 
this funny little hed^^ehog,” I explained, trying to cover my 
embarrassment from Mrs. Rouse, who was very amused by 
•the story of her son’s bravery in the Burmese jungle. 

“1 am rather shaken, Michael,” she said, with a twinkle in 
her bl5e e)es. “I thought, from all those letters you wrote 
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me that my handsome young son was fighting the war single- 
handed, and I now learn that you were killing snakes instead !” 
We three had a very good laugh. Cornwall was my iirst 
initiation into the sacred soil that is part of England and her 
great traditions. 



CHAPTER TW’ELVE 

Gods, Sages and Yogis 

S HORTLY after returning to India from Europe, to that 
beaLicilui big, rambling colonjjil house with its exotic 
^rden, my mother grew listless. There was a war on, 
the doctors said, and one ^ould not get the necessary drugs. 
The diagnosis gave her pfoved to be quite^ inadequate. • 
They said she nad anaemia, when in l^ct she was suflFering 
from a virulent consumption. From a strong, healtlry and 
vital woman, I begc^to*noticc how this deadly disease gradu- 
ally, slowly sapped ber vit^lit) , and under one’s very eyes her 
whole frame faded like 9 waning moon. Pale, ivory and 
ghostly hffr pallor became. It was painful to see my father 
bend over her bed. ‘He was in his eighties. With feeble 
whisperings they would both converse. Again I had to prove 
all the scriptural works I had read by trying to draw comfort 
from them . .* . by felling myself that the end of everything 
we call Life was but^ new beginnir^. But why all this pain? 
Why should two c emplary and beloved parents have to 
suffer this? I found many answers w ithin me, some satisfylbg, 
•others disturbing. One night, my elder sister called me. 
There was that tone in her voice which made me feel ‘in- 
tuitively* tliat Mother’s sufferings would saon be over. 

»S7 
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Running to the bedside of my mother, my funily and I 
gathered beside her. In her tender and slanting Mongolian 
eyes there was peace. She said a few words to all of us, too 
sacred for Mrriting . . . and there, in full view of us, she gave 
one little deep sigh as if she was very tired, and her head 
turned to the left on heV white pillow . . . she was gone. . . . 
And very shortly atifer that. Father passed over, too. They 
had been so close together, it did not seem right that one 
should live while the other had gone on. 

I did ndt cry with any patVicular anguish. I did not feel my 
heart break. I felt numb. Perhaps that great consciousness of 
philosophy and Occult trutl^that I had so avidly studied had 
something to do with it, perhaps something within me died 
inside. It was during the period that followed their passing 
over that my interest in ^ search for truth with the ‘Wise’ 
ones continued. I read all I could — re-read the old bqoks 
that had been my favourites, |he ‘Bhagavad Gita’, the 
‘Upanishads^ the Teachings of Lord Buddha. I derived some 
qomfort. But vihen^ was not working at my dancing, or 
when t was not busy appearing on the stage itself f I visited and 
sought every ‘Holy, Man’ whom I knew jf or could become 
acquainted with. And in this strahge restless quest, 1 found 
so much that I admired and much that I despised. 1 had seen 
something of a certain Indian Theosophist during tlfts period. 
But I found that his leanings towards reKgion were purely for 
extracting money from susceptible victims. And those 
strange, incensed, half-lit rooms of ‘initiation’ were nothing 
but an excuse for nerverted indulgences. That sort of 
hypocrisy was not for md! 1 had more sympathy for the flesh 
peddlers of the streets compared to this black monster’s evil. 

^dia has such a rich and varied assortment of truth em- 
bodied in its great men and sages. And the opposite is true, « 
too. For at many of the ashrams I had visited in India where 
the ‘genuine’ •Sages resided I had found that the ph&e was 
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usually filled with chelas (diseiples) and Swamis (holy men), 
and lots of hysterical society men and women, not to mention 
the millionaires of both the ‘touchable’ and ‘untouchable’ 
castes. Touchable or untouchable, those millionaires who 
visit these Holy Sages to glean peace within themselves (or 
perhaps, as some of the deluded ones tome, to ask how their 
stocks are going to soar in the coming Masons) are all alike 
‘stilled’ by the peace emanating frcjpi the Great Ones to 
whom they come to pay homage. And it is here that I could 
plainly see that the vast majority ctf people milling aAsund the 
central figure of the particular sage, all had the timid and 
cowardly expressions of ‘escapisms’. They were all running 
away from life. They were taking the e<i:»y way out by sitting 
at the feet of these Holy Ones. Such a negative attitude 
helped them to postpone merely what the true seeker of 
realisation faced boldly and fearlessly in tlie face. 

I had a psychic experience shortly after my mother died. .1 
was asleep one nij^ht in my be^oom and the <Jpor leading 
into my sitting-room-library, which ^was decorated an^ 
furnished in J^ajp^ana style, was open. Standing in one 
comer of the room the matchless bronze image of Gauri, 
the Mother aspect t)f Divfliity, and there were some lights 
burning around her. \ pink shaded electric light was always 
kept alighf in the sitting-room and the glow of its shade with 
that of the lights arouftd Gauri, shed a soft pale light into my 
room. And one could see quite clearly the outline of every- 
thing in the room. 

I was sleeping veny soundly when I had the sensation of a 
heavy hand placed between my tflroat and chest. I half 
opened my eyes, and juddenly was^grippcd with a great feat. 
For, vaguely outlined beside me was a great shape, sitftng 
tross-legged, dressed in white. I remember gathering m* will 
power and controlling the terrible fear that arose within me, 
and ver^, very gradually I opened my eyes, looking out from 
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under my lids. And there beside me wm a Yogi, long, flow- 
ing white hair, sacred thread aroimd his ehest, sitting cross- 
le^ed, his right hand extended and placed on my chest. 

For a moment I panicked . . . my throat grew parched . . . 
what was he trying to do? I felt a comforting vibration 
coming through the toUch of his hand on me. But, being the 
first experience of fts kind I had ever had, I was very afraid. 
Nothing like that had happened to me in my sleep before. I 
started to pray with all of my heart, and gradually the figure 
began to^ levitate at my side, rising into the air, seated in 
exactly the posture described, legs folded and body held 
erect. Right before my eyes, it floated a few feet off the 
green carpet and out through the doorway and then dis- 
appeared from \iew. 

This was not an hallurination. I had not read any books 
about Yoga or ghosts or anything that could have fired my 
imagination . . . and then within me I felt a voice whisper: 
“All the tinje the angels see and the eye of God watches . . . 
^d when his children are troubled and confused and seek his 
help, he directs and sends his chosen tngels. to come in 
various ways and moments. Dr not :ui&il your heart with- 
fear.” ' ' ' 

I felt calm after that. When I srwitched on the light at my 
bedside and looked at the time it was two o’clock. Saying 
my prayers over and over again, I fell asleep. The next morn- 
ing, when I awoke, I had peace within me. I related my 
experience to my sister, Flo. 

“But you’ve always heard me tell you ,.oi the experiences I 
have had. And your brofuer, too. And you know that neither 
of us has very much belief in the supernatural. Don’t you 
reiflember how Jumbo (my brother’s nickname because of 
his strength and prowess in boxing) was flung off his bed, the.' 
shoes imder his bed sent flying into the air ! And the other 
experience I had of the door of my room being twisted and 
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tinned as* if someone were trying to get in? Nobody could 
have come in. Th^ door was unlocked and I was sleeping in 
a room occupied by the two of us — elder sister and myself. 
And yet this persistent twisting of the door-handle went on 
all night. In the morning we two girls asked each other 
whether we had both heard the same tiling? And how scared 
I was to find that this very same noise haihbeen heard all that 
night by our sister. There are spirits in this house . . . there 
always have been.” 

Ljemembered all the stories I Iv^d heard from her and my 
brother, and Gulab, my father’s Rajput valet. . Gulab even 
said: “Sono Baba” (my childhood name), “there is an old 
temple site under the fem-house and a big hamadryad cobra 
is living there. You can see many lights sometimes on full 
moon nights. Sometimes it comes,^sometimes, it doesn’t.” 
It was a phenomenoh that seemed inexplicable to me, because 
neither my father nor my mother had ever mentioned any- 
thing to me about this. 

A few weeks after Mother’s death, Nina Thiihayya and i 
drove down to a Iktle village situated sft the back of Nandi 
Hills, those blue-gu\ tr®e stpdded hills where I had first met 
Gandhi. We drove on to tl*e most inaccessible and primitive 
road, and stopped* at some. distance from a renowned Yogi, 
called Hanamantha Swamiji. We walked a short distance to 
a tiled roof and mu(i-walled building consisting of a few 
rooms. And coming out to greet us was one of the sprightliest 
and most loving of Yogis I have ever met. 

“I am glad ydh hsftr^ come. Why did you not conrfe earlier ?" 
he said, eyes lighting*up as though lae had known me a very 
long time. With this very simple but exceedingly powerful 
Yogi, I had some of the most intefesting experiences I h»ve 
fver known. I met him often. On one occasion a temple 
was being built, and they needed four great rock-hewn 
Juggernaut wheels. These great, giant-sized jtone wheels 
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cany a miniature temple, priest and Deity on certiiin festive 
occasions. “Will you dance here in the, village Town Hall? 
And could the money be utilised for both the school bf 
village children and the wheels of the chariot?” he asked me 
one afternoon, during a visit. 

“I’ll gladly do so, Svkamiji,” I answered. 

And some weeks ‘later, partnered by Nina Thimayya and 
some of my musicians, I danced at the local Town Hall. How 
pleased he was with the performance! His blessings^ more 
than compensated for whatever we had hoped to raise. 

One day, .some months later, he asked me to come for a 
’blessing and grace’ that l^e desired to give to me, alone. 
That afternoon, led by him, we set out for the hills that sur- 
roimded his village hermitage. We walked for about an hour, 
and after climbing up some of the very steep and rocky hills, 
arrived at last at the mouth of some recesses that looked more 
like shelters than caves. Here, I thought, we would both sit 
•'down and meditate. Instead, he beckoned to me, saying: 
“Follow me, we have almost arrived at the temple.” What 
temple? 1 failed to understand. As I follo^ved him, watching 
my step carefully as it was gro,wing d^k, I suddenly foimd 
myself alone. My friend had vuiished' 1 looked around, 
called out, and for a few moments, there was only the echoing 
silence. Peering at me from a crevice in the rodk he said: 
“You’ll have to squeeze in. Don’t worry we have lights 
inside.” And in the smallest circle of the rock, with barely 
^ough room to enter sideways, I slowly slid through. 

Inside, all was dark. My eyes could jjot as yet get accus- 
tomed to the blackness, uven diough nignt was falling outside. 
But what a stillness, what peace there was within! It was 
in<&»cribable. Once my byes had grown accustomed to the 
cave temple within these enormous rocks, I could discer% 
the lights and the place of puja with its freshly-plucked 
flowers and the incense. And it was during the meditation 
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which fc41owed that I was initiated into the realms pf Truth 
and things of the Spirit. 

“How did you discover this hidden temple?” I^gerly en- 
quired as we were walking back with a hurricane lamp which 
he held in his hands. 

“It’s a very long story . . . my master led me there . . . but 
only the elect are taken there. You have a great work to 
perform and you need great strength for it. That is why I 
wanted you to come this evening.” * 

He was a simple postmaster fulBlling a very ordinary job, 
living with a family. And then the ‘call’ came^ as it does to 
so many in various ways. He had devoted his entire life to 
uplifting the illiterate village folk by tending them with 
herbal cures, prayers and the like. Over a period of years a 
special train was run, filled with pilgrims, for his blessings 
and his cures, botlf physical and spiritual. On those days the 
hermitage was peopled with thousands of devotees who came 
not only from the s»irroun3ing»^illages and Bangalore itsel?X- 
but also from other parts of India. 

In spite of all thfe riches and enormoul temples that jfcople 
offered to give hiir^nck buijd there for him, he had chosen 
the most ascetic life of service and liv 8 d, if anything, even 
more frugally on herbs and, vegetables and milk from his own 
acre of lajid. He led his cows into the hills himself, and it 
was said that he fell into mystic trances vyhile his flock grazed. 
He was always dressed in handspun that he tied around his 
lithe youthful figure, and a shirt made of the same material. 
His face was sl^mfqpsmiling. Only the eyes were* kindly and 
shone with an uncaflny power lit Srom within. He died a 
few years ago, and in one of his last communications to mo- 
he said that whatever happened to*him in the ‘flesh’ his spirit 
^ould be with me. I derived much comfort and strength 
from this great Yogi of the hills. 

“Arise! Awake! Seek' out the great ones apd get under- 
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standing^,* says the ancient teaching of the Upanishhds. The 
Upanishiid begins by laying down the doctrine of action with- 
out attachtbent resulting in Paramatman, light of all lights', 
which are both aspects of the same Sun. Pious Hindus im- 
mersing themselves at dawn into the waters of the sacred 
rivers cry out: “He \Ao is there, that being there. He is 
myself.” Identity c£ the Light within the soul is ONE with 
the Li^t of the Sun. 

Seek out the great ones and get understanding I Always 
this is what I try to do. I«Brst saw a photograph of Ramana 
Mahaiishi when 1 was still at school. 1 thought to myself: 
‘He looks exactly like my ^father, only his eyes have more 
kindliness, and imlike Father’s, they are not stem.’ 

Friends of mine with whom I was driving from Bangalore 
to Madras, by car, decid^ed to stay the night at a rest house. 
“Look, we are not far from Arunachala, the Hill of the Holy 
beacon. Let’s drive there and watch the blaze of light that 
will be lit on this holy hill aild then get the darshan (blessing) 
of Ramana,^ I suggested. And so we found ourselves driving 
towafds Arunachala.* 

It was sunset. Crimson and ajnetkys^ As the sun started 
sinking^, a blood-retf orb of life* into 'the west, a Golden 
Jasmine moon rose in the east, and standing in the centre of 
it all, like a gigantic incense burner of the Gods,*stood the 
deep blue, dark rock-cut hill of Arunachala. And from its 
sununit smoke and fire issued. It reminded me of a hissing 
volcano. But it was instead an annual Festival. Tons of butter, 
poured into a gigantic vessel, were set,.aHght. and this was 
what one saw as one approached the ‘hill. There were a 
myriad of torches and lanterns lighting the side of the 
mdOntain, all looking like^giant fireflies. The blue magic of 
the ni^t closed upon us, yet, with her calm cam|dmr beauty«, 
of pale ivory the moon rose like some wraith, shedding her 
soft diffused U^t on this scene, so primordial in itr ritual. 
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There wdre countless pilgrims. And no wonder. *to this 
sacred hill^as old as time, was attached the ‘Enlightened One’ 
a direct descendant of the great masters of spirited attainment 
for which India has been a chosen land of manifestation. Hiai 
there was the fatiguing walk up and down this boulder-strewn 
hill, where it seemed that each rockHiad within it a hidden 
spirit. 

And then we came into the hall and were with several 
other| from the Hill of the Holy Beacon who had come to 
gef^he darshaa of the great sage himself. As he*reclmed 
there, his face fanned by attendants, velvety peace and 
love emanated from his two darj^, starry ejes. Yes, he did 
look like my father. But Maharishi w'as father to thousands. 

I fell into a state of silence. 1 closed my eyes. And I had the 
feeling of cOiiiimlhicating in the s^ence of my spirit with 
this ^rcat sage. 

His whole philosophy is summed up in his owm words: 
‘Who am I?* Accordingly, the pure Self is not realised unless 
the mind subsides. Mind is nothing but a bundle of thoughts, 
and the firs^ anolyforemost of all thoughts is the ^imd 
1-Thought. Therefore, It is^only through the enquiry ‘Who 
am I?’ that the mind subsides. To keejf the mind constantly 
turned within and to abide thus in the Self is alone Self- 
Enquiry. •That which is Bliss is verily the Self. Bliss and the 
Self are one and identical. And that alone is real. Not even 
in one of the countless objects of the world is there anything 
that can be called happiness. This phenomenal world is 
nothing but thbu^f. When the mind is free froin thought it 
enjop the bliss of flie Self. The Mind of the Enlightened 
One never exists apart from the Self Absolute of Brahmin. 
God and Guru are one. He that has earned the grace o^the 
•Guru shall undoubtedly be saved and never forsaken. But the 
disciple, for his part, should follow the path shown by the 
Master.* Likes and dislikes, love and hatred ar^ equally to be 
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eschewed. It is not proper to let the mind rest oft&n on the 
objects and events of mundane life. If the Ego ^bsides, all 
else will also subside. The deeper the humility with which 
we conduct ourselves, the better it is for us. Everything that 
is offered to others is really an offering to oneself. Not to 
desire anything extraneous to oneself is vairagya or dispassion. 
Not to give up <crte’s hold on the Self is jnana or En- 
lightenment. Thus, vairagya and jnana are really one and 
the same. Pledged to vairagya, every aspirant mus^ dive 
deep into himself and realise the precious atman, the Self 
Absolute.” 

I ^ad also read the lif^and works of an extraordinary 
thinker and philosopher, Sri Aurobindo, whose ashram 
hermitage is in Pondicherry. His background and early life, 
like that of India’s pr^ent Prime Minister Nehru, were 
strongly influenced by the teaching and inffiuences of England. 
Until the age of five, English and Hindustani were the only 
languages he could speak. At the age of seven, he was taken 
by his father (a man who was all for the British way of 
education) to England, and along with hi two brothers was 
put under the guardianship of £y;i Effgl^ clergyman and his 
wife. 

“In no circumstances or conditions do I want any of my 
children to associate, meet or become friendly with any 
Indians. It is for this reason that I have brought them all the 
way from India to your great country. Your system of educa- 
tion is unlike anything we have in India or are ever likely to 
have. Ancfl want them to absorb completely and soak them- 
selves into the culture, traditions and licerature of your way 
of thinking” — thus spoke his father who was a proud, pur- 
polBful Bengali gentleman^ Nobody stood in his way, and he 
dominated his family with a will of steel. 

Naturally the Victorian-bred English clergyman and his 
wife were only too happy to ‘save the souls’ of these three 
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boys 1 Afid it was only after he was twenty that Aurobindo 
saw India |gain. 

How similar was the upbringing of the present Prime 
Minister, Nehru. His father, one of the fieriest of Indians, 
with an all powerful personality given to blinding flashes of 
temper when obstacles stood in hi# way, was determined 
that the young Nehru should also be^iven a completely 
Westernised education, which was what actually happened. 
AndJ strongly believe that the practfcal education and disci- 
pli^ of the sobering English weather and method «f school- 
ing had a lot to do with the very positive attitude of ‘action’ 
rather than inaction in the livgs of these two great' men. 
Posterity has yet to write the final word. 

I am constantly asked whether Western people are able to 
assimilate and stifdy Yoga success Let me give you the 

opinion of Krishift Prem, a Westerner, who has made a 
sincere study of Aurobindojs Integral Yoga : 

“Recently the psychologist Jung, in the course of some 
sympathetic an?i interesting comments on a Chinese^Taoist 
book, found occ’sidh t(j animadvert against those Wes- 
terners who practise Eistem Yogas T It is quite true that 
much, probably most, aof the so-called Yoga practice in- 
dulgedfln by Westerners is foolish and misguided. That is, 
however, not because it is ‘Eastern’ in origin, but because 
it is not pursued for the right reason. Yoga is to be under- 
taken for the sake of truth itself, for the sake of what the 
Buddha teAneS •unshakeable deliverance of "heart’. To 
practise it, as m^y do, out of ctriosity, in search of new 
sensations, or in order to gain psychic pow'ers, is a mistake 
which is punished with futility, neurosis or worse. Wone 
should seek initiation into the mysteries from unworthy 
motives, or disaster will surely result . . . the path is not 
a pure Oriental one, having, as Jung would say, no roots 
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in a Western psyche, but is something univei^ to be 
found in all traditions and fit to be trodden by anyone who 
has the will to do it.” 

Aurobindo was early inspired with the ancient Yoga and 
teachings of the ‘Bhagcvad Gita’, or Song of God. But he 
attempted in his Uptime to go a step further in his Integral 
Yoga. That step further took him over a decade of ceaseless 
endeavour and experinient. 

“I think I can say that I have been testing day and night for 
years upon years, more scrupulously than any scientist, his 
theory or method on the physical plane,” he writes in his 
Letters in Volume 11, page 69 . “To see Truth does not depend 
on a big intellect or a small intellect. It depends on being in 
contact with the Truth, and the mind silent and quiet to 
receive it,” he writes in Volume IV. “Eufopeans throughout 
the centuries have practised with success disciplines which 
. were akin to Oriental Yoga and have followed, too, ways of 
the inner life which came to them from the East. Especially 
since the introduction of Christianity^ ' Europeans have 
followed its mystic disciplines jvhidn^ere one in essence 
with those of Asia, however muck they n.'.ay have differed in 
forms, names and symbols.” 

It is not the Hindu outlook or the Western tliat funda- 
mentally matters in Yoga, meaning ‘union with God’ but the 
psychic turn, and anyone who has read of the austerities and 
ascetisism of Saint Francis of Assisi and that of St. Theresa of 
Avila, will hot contest that their discipline’ anh subjecting of 
the body equals that of Qny of the great known Indian sages 
from the times of Milarepa, the Tibetan Yogi, to that of 
Raiflhna Maharishi and Sri Aurobindo himself. In Sri Auro- 
bindo’s The Human Cycle, he sums up exactly what 1 believo 
in myself. He says : “They will adopt in its heart of meaning 
the inward vifw of the East which bids man seek the secret 
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of his DcStiny and Salvation within, but also they will accept, ‘ 
though w^ a different turn given to it, the importance 
which the west rightly attaches to life and to the making the 
best we know and can attain in the General life.” 

I can profess that the teachings of these masters, of whose 
work I have tried to give you a glimplb in its ‘essential spirit’ 
have given me and continue to illuminaft me with hope and 
courage and strength. During my wanderings in the Hima- 
layas^ in Benaras, Hardwar, Rajputana, Central and Southern 
In^ia and Ceylon I have come upUn, in my search for that 
‘Needle of Truth in a Haystack’ much that w»as false. . . . 
But I also had the great exalta^n of Spirit in finding' many 
worthwhile moments of ‘Inward Illumination’. I would have 
to write a whole book to tell you about the great experiences 
I had with so many Holy Ones* and ^ekers, perhaps that must 
wai^till the appoiifted time. 

As these great masters distilled from the continual labour 
of their Spirit in seeking out and finding moments of Truth, • 
which is God, I have also sought to reveal and find exac(|Jy 
those very ^^pme^ts o( ‘self-realisation^ through the l 9 ance. 
Dressed as a God, vejf|-ing*the head-dresses of those Gods, 
moving to the rhythm of tile stringbd veena, sobbing flute and 
softly clashing cymbals, ai*d the chanting of my musicians, I 
step out dF the dimension of this Earth, this Time, for I dance 
in tune to the Infinites* 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

. End oj the War — and J^ter 


T he war had ended. Or had it? However, technically 
it had. I wondered ’f it t-ver would. To me a material 
war was always an action following Ihe ‘inner’ turpnoil 


^ in man of ignorance hatred and ^ust for power which really 
• had its seat and birth within the heart of man and his fellow- 


l|pings. And again the old wheels of Buddhist thought started 
turnip in my mind “Until bitterness^ hatj^d, s«‘l(ishness and 


all the evil lusts are weeded ovt frbi^ within the heart of 
mankind, until then,*only then wbuld there be no war in an 


outward manifestation of bloodshed”. But would mankind 


ever reach that state of evolution, spiritually and mentally, to 
achieve a lasting peace? I doubted it tlfen, and writing today 
I doubt it still more. Perhaps it’s all part of some design of 
God, for the destiny of this world, this little basement mud 
ball planet of His, to make both the relative forces of Dark- 
ness and Light hold sm^ in an etcmafhattle of continual 
strife. j 

Mfliat momencous changes had come about in India I She 
was on the threshold of Freedom and one tremulously* 
wondered if she would bear that responsibility without the 
loss of blood. •If one had only been ‘seer’ enough to fisualise 
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that sooi#Gan<lhi would be assassinated by a Hindu, and that 
the great Iv otherh^od of Hindu and Moslem would be burst- 
ing into a* blood bath denying the ancient scriptural and 
spiritual teachings of the sacred Masters and their great 
teachings. 

I had been the first artist in Indi* and Asia to offer my 
services for ENSA, and had had untold difficulty dancing 
in this most disorganised ‘organisation’ for bringing enter- 
tainnjent to the Indian and British trobps. It is amusing now, 
but^was not at that time, tp find t];iat a whole comp|ny of my 
dancers and musicians would arrive at a town (o be told by 
the Commanding Officer that tJ^ were not informed of our 
arrival from G.H.Q. and were not expecting us ! Innumerable 
incidents such as this ended in my going to Eric Dunstan, the 
head of ENSA, anft terminating any^ontract. 

“Tempei ament, ^Id boy, temperament. All you artists 
whether western or eastern are alike," said Dunstan, running 
long nervous hands through his white hair, his pale face and ‘ 
blue eyes flaming with anger. 

“Temperaipent^e damned,” I snappid back. “Wh*t tBh 
devil am I supposed to^o, ^arriving not once, but time and 
again at various stations, t* be told thsft neither food, board 
nor lodgings had been arra^jged for us in advance as they were 
not informed of our arrival? Yogis may eat grass or leaves, 
but we hard-working Artists on the stage need basic shelter 
and food. In any case here is the contract and I have had 
enough of ENSA. Good-bye.” 

With a shuddeiP relief 1 w alked out of the office, thank- 
ful at last not to fa(.% groups of Indym artists all confronting 
me like angry wolves and bleary-eyed from work, looking 
angrily at me, as if I were to bfkme for tKfe ineptitude of 
ENSA!!! 

My mother had passed on, father had followed closely 
after, the old house had lost its spirit and becojne rather like 
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a tomb. YeS) I would follow my intuition. I must gO on now, 
move away. Where? London of course^ Where else? All 
my background had been with English friends, tochers a|id 
memories, those wonderful pre-war 1939 memories of the 
Aldwych where I had danced for the first time. 

On Wednesday, Jul)i and, 1947 , 1 sailed for England. 

Everything had ^hanged in England, in beloved London. 
Everything but the spirit of the people of this great city. If it 
had been badly bombeh, and the war had left its visible and 
invisible ^cars, these woul4 heal quicker here than in other 
countries anc} people affected by the war, because of the in- 
credible courage, humour -^^nd quenchless spirit of the 
English. The theatre had boomed during the war, and now 
as before there was a season of ballet. De Basil and the 
Sadlers Wells Theatre Jpo,, I remember! And it was at 
Covent Garden that I met, fat and smilifig Dr. Braunsweg, 
the impresario. “You sign contract with me. I make seasons 
' London, Paris, America, all rigfit?” ‘All right’ meant that 
after our lafvyers had satisfied each other, Braunsweg and I 
KSd agreed to work ft>gether. 

Over a year later, in 1948, the ^ovtrnment of India accept- 
ing an offer to send irty cotnpany U New York had to include 
Braunsweg, and it was during his ^sit there through me that 
Markova and Dolin signed to form what Markova kad called 
the ‘Festival Ballet’ that exists today* alongside the Sadlers 
Wells Ballet as representative of Diaghilev’s influence on 
Ninette de Valois, Markova and Dolin in English dancing. 

On September 17th, 1947, I was asl^d ttf dance at the 
reopening of the Indian ipection of the *i{ictoria and Albert 
Museum. What a privilege ! On one of the occasions during 
thisMties of leChires I rem^ber hearing the voice of Arnold 
Haskell, saying a few words introducing me to the public. •< 
What wonderful words, how inspiring! All those seven 
years of endle^ work with my great dance masters, n^ pupils 
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and my ftation«wide tours in India, had perhaps merited the 
nectar of Amold’s^voice as I heard him say : “I count it a great 
honour ana also a pleasure to introduce Mr. Ram Gopal. I 
cannot pretend to any deep understanding of Indian dancing 
and art that was venerable centuries before the ballet was 
conceived, but I can appreciate an Acceptional artist in any 
branch of the Dance, and Ram Gopal is an exceptional artist. 
It was a particularly good idea to introduce a living work of 
art t^ this museiun building for there are centuries of sculp- 
ture in the body of Ram Gopal. ffhe works of art at which I 
have just been looking explain his dancing, and his dancing 
makes them live. Mr. Gopal, ^|^ink I can take it upon my- 
self to greet you, not only on behalf of the audience here this 
afternoon, but also in the name of the vast public in this 
country who lo"^ the art «f« thft Dance and those who 
practise it,” 

And to that touching tribute of Haskell’s, I danced. 
Shevanti, my beautiful partner danced too. But to me most . 
important of all was the fact that the s^ark I haS kindled^ 
1939 had be^ rekindled again after a lapse of seven yfars — 
that divine spark of tVe ajtist, linking through the mute 
rhythmic language^f the dbnce, tl% OlTeness of the East and 
West, expressing itself, albf it differently, but basically through 
the spirit^ commuting and sharing the vision of the ‘inner 
spirit’ of Art. And tWt to me was all important. 

Shortly after, there were London seasons of several weeks 
of complete Indian ballet with my tireless group of artists, at 
the Prince’s l^teatr#, the Saville, the Adelphi, and the Cam- 
bridge. There wer^also for me nostalgic memories of 1939, 
of the Aldwych and the Vaudevill^ Theatres, w'here I had had 
Aich wonderful successes. These post-war seasons were^ven 
^better, but tinged jvith sadness — ^the strange depressing fuel- 
ing of something once tasted but now gone for ever. But 
then I Mias a dancer, and Siva that God of Creadon, Preserva- 
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tion and Destruction ^vas a dancer too, and so I musif dance in 

t 

the now, plan and create in the future. ITiat was Ane of the 
precepts of spiritual teachings of the Masters thatl had been 
lucky to acquire in the Himalayas, Tibet and certain centres 
in India notably Arunachala and Sri Aurobindo's in the south. 

One morning my tehiphone rang. It was Braunsweg. “I 
have contract. Yoif,come? I come? All right, I come, 1 
meet you hotel. I have contract for Scandinavia, we must 
make artistic ‘sings’ there, big ballet, exotic ballet, we piake 
success, I«coming now. . . .t He rang off, and I felt as breath- 
less as Braunsweg sounded. A little later he outlined his 
plans. We had a contract atj^e Cirkus Theatre in Stockholm 
and possibly if successful there, all those northern countries. 

There was of course another reason why I was eager to 
visit Stockholm particulj^ly. • !• wanted to walk up the stairs 
to a fourth floor flat and look into a fout-room apartment. 
^The address? 32 Blekingegatan.^ It would be a breathless 
experience for me, like visiting the abode or ashram, sacred 
place of some saint. Now you will wonder who lived there 
and v^y I should want above every thjng td see, this place? I 
will tell you. A little baby \^s Bom there in 1906 on 
September i8th, Gi%ta I'ovisa QUstafssoo^, and she became 
the divine star of my childhood days and first glimpse into the 
movie-houses of my home town where bills on thb cinemas 
carried her name — Greta Garbo. Those lotus-shaped eyes, 
those unbelievable lashes, that fabulous mouth so tilled with 
sensual promise and yet pregnant with spiritual secrets, and 
tiiat profile, matchless in its perfectioi^, *wiSi the flowing 
liquid grace of her mo\€ments on the H^reen . . . this was 
Vedic magic, every hymn^^t the sages wrote to Lakshmi, 
GodSbss of ^^uty, Saraswati Goddess of Learning, ana 
Parvati, that sensual wife of Siva, all these and every other* 
distilled dream of my boyhood were incarnated in this swan 
called Garbo.* She wtis as silent as the wonderful images of 
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the Godfftsses in the, temples where I haunted and meditated 
and drow^, and as communicative through that very potent 
sildftd^itsd^ for my first vision of this magic called Garbo 
occurred in the days of the silent films. . . . Years earlier, in 
1938 , 1 had met in Hollywood Mercedes De Acosta. We had 
become very close fiiends, and still* remain so. Our main 
interest then as now was discussing the SIge of Arunachala, a 
spiritual way of life, and . . . Garbo. 

Inidue course the company, the biggest Indian company 
evec to appear in Stockholm, Sweden and the surrounding 
Scandinavian countries, open^ in the Cirkus Theatre in 
Stockholm, situated near some j^blic gardens. I remember 
the Castle Hotel in Nybrogata^, next to the Drammatens 
Teatem, the gr^t theatre which had produced so many 
famous actors of tne Swedish ^tag^nd screen, most notable 
amqpgst them Josta Eckman. . . .'A Swedish friend said to 
me: “Garbo is a female covyiterpart of Josta Eckman, he was ^ 
the greatest ever, in beauty, dramatic power, r^ge, he had • 
everything and he died some years ago,^a tragic figure." 

There wasithe usual ^ress conference, but with this differ- 
ence. I noticed that ^e Syfedish press and those few artists 
who had been present at Ae reception to welcome us were 
extremely handsome and*had a strange beauty unlike the 
general ifin of people in other European countries 1 had 
visited. 

In and out of all this excitement, for me at any rate, the 
rotund figure of Braunsweg rolled about with gleeful eyes 
and an increasmg*gitth line. “You make artistic ‘sings’ best 
. . . we make success, moo-ney pldhty moo-ney, we make, 
jhen we go everywhere . . ." and|with mor^plutterii^, in 
me most humorous English ever spoken, Braunsweg '^uld 
%:ircle away, with his continual gesticulating and rolling gait. 

I knew then that the advance bookings must have been very 
good, for Bnamsweg’s gleaming eyes confirmed the fact, as 
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well as his throwing himself with all his great eifeigy, en- 
thusiasm and knowledge of the theatre fi into idaking this 
first season a success. And as far as I had seen tm then, he 
was the most energetic and kindly of European impresarios 
I had known. 

Tired, pleasantly tir£d and drowsy, I had stretched a hand 
out to the bell besi€e,my bed, and rung for a hall porter to 
bring up all the morning Stockholm papers. How thought- 
less of me 1 I could not read a word of what they thougljt the 
morning after our show. But the morning after an opening 
night was nofra time for thou^t, it was an automatic action, 
as it is with all artists fron^^America to Japan, to see “what 
the press and public think. . . .” When an imposing bunch 
of papers arrived for me I pressed the button again . . . would 
the translator please coti^ up at once frorf the office. I had 
to know something ! ! ! ! 

“The critics are unanimous . . extraordinary. We are a 

very cold people . . . they don’t usually, they have never . . . 
bjjt this is ^tastic . . my Swedish interpreter from the 
office^elow went on. 

“For God’s sake, my dear friepd . read to me, tell me 
what you mean . . . ^o </n transllte something. . . . Oh, it 
doesn’t matter if the translation iseiot exact . . . just give me 
the gist of it,” I said, excited beyond words and ^le with 
flight. 

“All right I will do my best, but forgive me my English is 
bad. Here is the Svensk Damtidnig of May 1 948 : 

“Many world famou# dancers have honoured our country 
with their visit. But th^e is nothing that can be compared 
tt^Ram Go^ and his Indian dancers and never has any- 
thing like it been seen on the Swedish stage before. . . .” 


“Here is an extract from Aftoutidniagea 
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‘It unbelievable what Ram Gopal is able to express 
with hi^^hands a«d eyes. . . . 

“And another one here, Mr. Gopal !* my friend went on, “and 
this is from the Morgontidnwgen . . . 

“And here is something from the Expfessen . . . 

“And here yet another, Ny Dag . . . 

“Shall I go on there are many more?* went on my inter- 
preter friend. . . . “There is another one here and another 
and another. . . 

“Thanks,” I said. “Whew, th^t is really better than a glass of 
champagne in the morning, l^fcry time you know, every 
time I dance I say, ‘This is for God, and for the Highest,’ and 
yet I am so curious and so weak mat I just love to know what 
the public thinks,'\nd the critks. Qf. course I am not getting 
vain, but I think totnyself if I can get this response by ‘giving’ 
to me audience from Indw to Stockholm, and Paris to 
Tokyo, and criss-cross the w'orld again as many times to ' 
remember where I have carried the Indian Dance, then v»;gll 
... let me M(prk harder and give better and better anymore 
the next time. Yes, At’s^t. . . . Give of the highest and 
the best within myself, alw%ys, eve^ ti/he with every expres- 
sion, gesture and movement to an audience whether it be 
one or a thousand, but give of the last ounce of concentration 
and love from within «*. . without.” 

Then there was a nervous tap on my door. Braunsweg 
came in purple with glee with his Chinese fat Buddha ex- 
pression, follSw^«by the handsome company manager, 
Michael Rouse, an^ Kay Ambrose « . . all congratulations, 
all smiles. 1 was so amused that^ thought:^ ‘What would 
fkeir expressions have been had we flopped?’ 

We greeted one another, laughed and drank coffee. Lat.^r, 
mondis later, we toured Finland, Denmark and Norway, 
and all <he main cities and the provinces ol^ those strange 
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cold nordiem countries of handsome md beautifitl people. 

I had not foigottoi to go to two placeii^ One Gary’s 
birdiplace, 32 Blekingagatan on the Soudi Side, ^^e other? 
The grave of Mauritz Stiller where 1 went to pay silent homage 
to his genius and the fact that he had given the world the 
great vision of truth and beauty and drama I had perceived in 
Garbo, his creatiqp. I scattered some yellow flowers and 
roses on his grave, and Mimi Pollack, a director and actress 
friend of Garbo’s, was^^with me. Crowds waved farev^ell to 
us as oui^ train steamed out of the station at Stockholm . . . 
and I cried at.having to say gcm^-bye to that great, wonderful, 
city which had loved me as^uch as I had fallen in love with 
its beauty, tradition and people. 



CHAPTFR FOURTEEN 

Return to Timerica 


after mv firlt impact wjth Swedish public, and a 
public whiclf saw me in 1948, not only in Stockholm 
"^but all the major cities of Sweden, I toured Oslo and 
the rugged beauty of the countryside towns in Norway, 
followed by Finland, which still had an air romantic 
Czarist Russj^a clihging about it, especially Flelsinki. aHeire 
was one of the most coiourful, remote and picturesque towns 
I had ever seen. Xho’se cci^ sapplAre Mue Northern Lights, 
the churches and houses, t^e cobbled streets, and the Svensk 
Teatem where we danced, with the unbelievable enthusiasm 
of the public there f^f the remote dances of India, all these 
were an unforgettable experience. 

Since that first tou^ in those northern countries, I have 
danced there l^iiy^knes, each occasion confirming the first 
impression made ofi me of great friendliness and hospitality 
and genuine interest to know soimthing of mysterious India 
Ind her peoples and arts through our Indian unices. 

In Copenhagen, too, I had wandered all over the city. In 
the museum attached to the great Opera Dance Theatre I 
found njiemories of Lucille Cralm and Taglioni.,In the theatre, 
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more alive than ever today is the veiy spirit of the 4 lomantic 
Ballet in its purest tradition. I saw Swaa fake, GisflUe, and La 
Sjlphide. 

After a tour of Scandinavia and Switzerland, we were 
invited to represent our own country at the request of Nehru 
die Prime Minister of India, at an' international festival in 
America. We opened at <lie New York City Centre in 
October, and gave a series of performances which were pre- 
sented by die great Sol, Hurok, whose name was often, more 
exciting to the public than the performances, in that Hurok, 
having presented Pavlova, Qi'ncan, Challiapine and other 
great ardsts down to Shan^r^r before and after the war, was 
the undisputed king of ballet impresarios, both from the 
West and East. Memorable from that 1948 visit to America 
is the review of Cecil Sr^jith of the Daily Express. He wrote at 
that time for Musical America and later came over to London 
where he wrote some of the most constructively critical 
reviews I have ever read. 

“RSm Gopal’s appearances were arranged tender the aus- 
pices of the Government of indik. . . . Our only other 
distinguished visitor fiom Ind.a has i'''en Uday Shankar, 
whose dances, however beautifid they may have been, were 
scarcely more representative of traditional India^i art than, 
say, Gustav Holst’s choral settings of texts from the Eig 
Veda. Because Shankar developed a style which was arti- 
ficially restrained, small in scope and limited in vocabulary, 
the assumption has been widespread I'ri thb United States 
' that Indian dancing ia a careful, almo^ a precious, form of 
art with little theatrics^ flair, and virtually no element of 
d&ibition/' The falsity of this assumption was demedf-* 
strated from the start by the vigour and dramatic impact ofi 
Ram Gopal and his dancers, their magnificent, wide use of 
space, ai^t^dr 'unhesitating Use of devices to startle the 
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observ#r, to move his emotions, and to keep his attention 
firesh, .1. . Wit]^ no adequate standard of comparison, it 
might seftm difficult at first glance to assess the quality of 
Ram Gopal’s dancing and that of his company. But great 
dancing is unmistakable whatever its idiom. There is 
nothing esoteric or withdrawn aboM Ram Gopal; he is not 
afraid to establish a rapport with his Audience, or to let 
them see the technical difficulty as well as b&Uty of his 
ar^and nobody left the City Centre without realising that 
h^ had seen a practitioner supreme in his field. R^ Gopal 
has opened a tremendous n^ world of dance,and music to 
us and he is sure to develop ^trge and permanent follow- 
in this country." 

So tempered ai?d seasoned a Je^aav coming from Musical 
America, written by^ coimoisseur of music and dance, both in 
London and New York, onl^ gave me one further ambition, 
and that was to carry the art from the fields of Europe to the 
vast continent of America and spread a furthir love and 
understanding of Ay country. I visited A\nerica later inn 9^4, 
to attend the summer Session of Jacob’s Pillow, invited by 
the great pioneer aS American danie, ¥ed Shawn, who with 
Ruth St. Denis, had done, so much to further the cause of 
concert dancing in the States. Jacob’s Pillow was a revela- 
tion of concentrated ■'vbrk, in an ideal woodland setting, with 
Ae white spirit of Shawn. Here dancers of all the known and 
created styles taught, /earned, danced and lectured, sid^>j 
side. The grj|Ha*li^ns were filled wiA Russidh, Spanish, 
Hindu, Modem AAerican and Mcfdcan dance groups and 
artists. The air of informality, Alabin huts^of the students, 
Ind Ae whole atmosphere in 19^4 were p^aded f<nr me 
swiA an atmosphere of devotion. Ted Shawn always spoke tc 
Ae vast audiences who filled Ae Aeatre Aat year, and along- 
side myi appearances Aerd, Ae Celtic Ball^ Group fron 
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Scotland scored a sensatiMial success. Shawn in his ttUc before 
the curtain rose, wherlhe spoke all dressed in while, became 
a mixture of Peter Pan, Nijinsky and the youdiAil spirit Of 
America. What an invaluable contribution this great pioneer 
and artist is making to the dance-loving public of the world. 
All nationalities mingle^ all arts are seen, discussed and dis- 
sected, and all in the friendly, natural setting of the unfor- 
gettable Jacob’s Pillow. 

The only places, after America, to move me with theif age- 
old traditions and beauty \were Istanbul and Ankara. In 1949 
Turkey was as beautiful as a faky-tale city and our ballet made 
there a deeper impression man in any other country in the 
Middle East. Unfortimatel^, after Turkey 1 returned to 
India, and instead of concentrating on renovating costumes, 
dances and technique, hjyas 4 «mpted to embark on a catas- 
trophic tour that included South India*and Ceylon. The 
‘business partners’ of the business deal vanished with farge 
* slices of the box office takings, and in the end I was, as so 
often in bufta. left without financial resources. In 1950, I 
was back again in LoMon. A little later, I had Reasons at the 
Adelphi and the Cambridge ^leal^'es which* were very 
successful. 

In all these tours I had seen a Ipt of Russian, Spanish and 
European ballet. But the most vivid Americai) dtmce per- 
sonality was Martha Graham, who ^«oked like an Earth 
G^dess with fierce and yet kindly e^es, and a face of un- 
' usual strength, bone structure and depth. Her style incor- 
porated Rdlsian, Wigman and Kathakalifift^ violence and 
gave me the impression t*f roots that wdbe violently seeking 
an outlet. As a^scientist, ^experimenting with new forms of 
ihytfaRiic danae,*she is supreme ; suprane that is, outside th^ 
tiaditional perfection of the Russian ballet and the still greater^ 
tradititms of Hindu dancing. But each age has its chosen high 
priests and pri^tesses. * Perhaps Gfraham is carrying the torch 
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of IsadoA Duncan. Perhaps, too, she is representative of the 
restless, ^eneroui, sexual Americail spirit of passion 
childlike ftnocence, for to me her style is the reflection of 
the spirit of the New World. 



Mf Troupe ^id Mj Work 

O RGANISING a troupe in India pr^ents many diffi- 
cialties. First tlAiiJncMan dancer ahd musician is a 
highly individual personality : tens£, moody, difficult, 
jealous and often unco-operativ^ in the extreme, yet de- 
manding and lazy in turn. I was very fortunate when selecting 
m)^ present Company, composed from among the greatest 
available talent in India today, in finding not qjoly first-rate 
techniciai^ but also educated rneq ancf women to work with. , 
Shei^d, that exqiAsit^dancer %>f grea« beauty and a fluid 
grace so very pronounced in her Manipuri and Kathak dances, 
was one of my first pupils and partners. Amolc^Htekell re- 
counts how Menaka introduced Shevawti to him like some 
prjj^less jewel during his visit to India before the war on his 
way to Australia. He spent a brief time there where Madam 
Menaka, a pioneer of Hindu dancing, entarlSiinSd Haskell and 
members of the Russiait Ballet in BonAiay. Shevanti was 
Menaka’s £ivourite dancer ,^d later, when she joined me and 
I perlBoally tAined her in her Tanjore temple dances an^ 
otiber items, she became not only my hivourite pupil but< 
fircmi 1944 onwards my leading partner and soloist. She has a 
stqperb technique, w(m an unbrofen fluidity of movement I 
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have nottseen equalled. In her Tanjore dances she has a be- 
vritchinglirace an 4 charm that captiv^e. Now she is ha[^ily 
married toiRajeshwar Rao, a lithe, pantherdike pupil of mine 
from Secimderabad. They live in a miniature palace in Hyder- 
abad and are noted for ^eir generous hospitality and kind- 
ness to all their friends. Shevanti in • 9^6 was eager to return 
to Europe, where I had previously introduced her and to 
appear with my new company at the Edinburgh Festival. She 
madg a great success dancing the rol^ of the Empress Mumtaz 
Matiall alternately with Kumudiiy. 

Kumudini was a little slip.^f a girl when shg joined me in 
1948 in London. She is marrliyl now to Rajanai Lakbia, a 
musician with a great knowledge of Hindu music. They both 
met through me, and are now happily blessed with a beautiful 
young son, Shri Raj, whom I h<'vvej)j^knamed ‘the Prince’. 

I have seen the <kmce of Sitara the popular Indian film star. 

I remember seeing her films from my childhood and admired 
this Indian actress’s vivacity on films. Having retired from* 
films in India, where she has been a star for hearly thirty 
years, she hc^ no^ devoted much time Kathak danchig and 
is popular with dance^udiences in India and London. But 
after seeing the sqpv^ linr^ lightniHg ^ins and great purity of 
Kumudini’s Kathak dancing, and her strict adherence to the 


Jylal and l^dhelal (leading maestros) schools of Kathak 
dancing, Tcould nev()i^ appreciate or tolerant the modernised 
and adulterated versions of Sitara by comparison with^the 


matchless Kumudini. 


Technically* jilp^or to Kumudini was Jai* Kumari, a 
tornado of rhythmjlnd speed, the ^e of which I have never 
seen in this style of dancing anyw«re in the world. But she 
iHanced like a perfected machine, soulless ai^ «xpressi«nless. 
)And it is these very qualities of soul and expression that make 
Kumudini a great dancer. She is one of the foremost dancers 
of the younger generation l>f India today and ghould she stay 
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the cmd course of a d|a>cer*s life, she diould be one of the 
greatest in India. 

Now I come to Sa^vad. I have not seen any female 
dancer in South India who possessed the grace, expression 
and plasdc line of movement, aided by a vivid personality, to 
s^proach Satyavad. She learnt under the great Shankaran 
Namboodri, the master of Uday Shankar, and even imder 
Shankar HiiAself. From Namboodri she learned his most 
treasured secrets of expression and rhythm in KatlyJcali 
dancing, a]l the la^a (femiaine) expressions. From Shmkar 
she learned mych of his own of sinuous and graceful folk 

and odier dances. Combini|pg the two, Satyavad is a poem 
of grace on the stage, and in her Sita Apaharan, the Abduc- 
don of Sita, has scored a great success w^h Namboodri at 
the Edinburgh Festival a^. London season!. Immaculate in 
person and dress, she has«a considerable following of young 
pupils in Bombay, and is herself a writer of talent. 

With Shevanti, Kumudini and Satyavad, three of India’s 
gr^test femlle dancers, I was indeed very lucky and happy to 
work so long and hard all those months in Bbmb|y during ray 
recent visit there, and then in Londc^i j)rior to our dancing 
at the Edinburgh FestNal^ 

I had on the male side a strongly rc^/icacntative group of 
artists : Yogen Desai, that highly skilled chore<2gi^her and 
dancer whom I had met in 1938, now dame to work with me 
as choreographer. He is the resident teacher at the Bhara- 
tiya Vidya Bhavan in Bombay, a theafre devoted to staging 
plays and dince dramas with local talm^f.* JLiman Lai, the 
Ibthak teacher and danv4fr, Surendra fo^«Manipuri dancing, 
Satyavan for folk^dancing ^d Namboodri the Brahmin, from 
Malabtr and aigreat actor-dancer in Kathakali dancing. 1 wa# 
fortunate to get Rajani Lakhia as musical director. His genius 
in creating tiie most lyrical and exquisite melodies idways 
surprised me, ^d the music he tbreated for the Mahal 
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Balletf first full-length two-hour Wallet ever to come out 
of India isia maste^iece of Indian music, in mood, theme and 
rhydun. Rajani can capture in a few minutes the intention of 
the choreographer, the rhythm of the dancers and the mood 
of the scene for any group or solo dance and create, almost 
instantly, the most beautiful musioefrom his inexhaustible 
knowledge of classical Hindustani music* 

I think I had best conclude this short chaptSr* in which I 
have^given an outline of some of the*outstanding artists who 
hav^ worked with me in creating my two latest programmes 
Dances India and The Legeq^ of the Taj Mahaji, by quoting 
from a talk I gave recently in Bombay and London, and which 
prefaces what I have attempted to do. Here it is.: 

"India has aitradition of^djuicing that is today, perhaps 
the oldest and most detailed of all existing techniques, 
jlpan, where I had the privilege of learning from Koshiro 
Matsumoto for a year *shortly before the war, has its * 
gloriously preserved Kabuki. Here I discovered that Japan 
has some of thd most sacred temple dinces, originally ^m 
India, but»preserv«dh)nly in Japan. In the Chinese Theatre 
there is mucl^ iif its ^aractev, Wiake-up and style of 
dancing strongly reminiscent of the Kathakali dance-drama 
of Malabar. Bali and Java are strongly influenced by the 
danced India in t^ enacted dramas of the Ramayana and 
Mahabharata, with a style of gesture and rhythmic control 
very similar to that'in the Indian dance. Of the two,'d!8“ 
dance drama vif where I have been are pdi'haps nearer 

in dynamism anj^ movement, to jhc Kathakali of Malabar 
than those of any other counti-v^ the East. 

“In my programme Dances 0/ India you*w 41 see eutracts 
of the four great dance schools, authentic in costume, 
music and style, and performed by outstanding artists. 
Very^stpongly in evidence, too, are colouE^ul and exciting 
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folk dances, such f the 'Rabaii Ras’ from Qfigerat, a 
hig^y skilful dance |hat marks time sticks In an ever 
quickening tempo. Also die ‘Katchi Gori*, ha>rse dances 
of the north. 

"On my recent tour of India, I discovered that the 
robust, earthy, vital end colourful folk dances have swept 
the cities of Dalhi and •Bombay with festivals of folk 
dancing fasting for weeks. Troupes of folk dancers and 
musicians, numbering as many as fifty in each group, ^gave 
some of the most wondedul dances I have yet seen. There 
are hundre;^s of folk dancing groups from all die various 
provinces of India, and stiljtoany more yet to be discovered, 
and they .depict an aspect of the colour and beauty of India 
that equals or even surpasses, some of t^ie classical dance 
styles of that ancient < 

*It was evident to me during my 1 9^0 tour of India that 
the Indian public of today, used to the colourfid films of 
the West and of India, will not support the purely tech- 
mcal or sftrobatic feats of either the egotistic solo dancer 
imposing him or herself on the public for ^ours, or the 
rather slipshod groups that perfonfi in the name of Hindu 
ballet. 'V^^t is trtie Vf the tiventilth ^entury public in 
hidia is true of the great dance-coving public of the West, 
and that is that the dance, be its style Russian^ Spanish, 
Chinese, Japanese or Hindu, has fa be vital, authentic, 
edited and artistically presented. This I have attempted in 
my programme Dances oj India. 

* 1 n myl>allet The Legend of the Taj Mqht^i have used the 
classical and folk daqce techniques fpr clothing a love 
story, in my <minion om of the most moving and tragic in 
th«*world ^ drama, and using the authentic costumes and 
background from the Rajput and Moghul paintings of the^ 
time, for which I have to acknowledge my indebtedness to 
Mr, Williaiy Archef of the Viltoria and Albert AJiiueum, 
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lu access to the superb collection of pictures and 

material from tl)^t*era of Shah JdiaA 

"After •having studied die tramtional technique for 
several years vddi the great acknowledged masters of the 
Hindu Dance, Meenakshisundaram Pillai of Tanjore, and 
Kunju Kurup of Malabar, I find th^ the Hindu Dance is in 
danger of becoming a ‘Mus^pm Pieqp’ rather than the 
means of giving beauty and truth to the world^luch viras, 
and is, the main object of the Hiiidu Dance according to 
aqpient treatises in Sanskrit, ^nd it is in the 'giving’ of 
truth and beauty, and b)^ the using of tradi^nal and 
authentic styles, that one can, preserve the old and also 
create the new, and thus ke^p the Dance of India, not 
thousands of y^rs old, but "thousands of years young, 
within the tempo of life ^qd tl^ understanding of the 
people of today .V And in both my programmes. Dances of 
InSiOf and The Legend of the Taj Mahal, 1 feel I have justified 
the past while keeping irf touch with the present.” 
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New Delhi, circa . 


I T was ten years since I tfad danced at I^ew Delhi. What 
would it be like? H^w w^ould it look ?• And what sort of 
reception would I get^*there? Mrs. fiandit, India’s High 
Commissioner in London, had assured me that the Ihdian 
> Government would give me a su^ort for both the Exhibition 
of bidian Avt at the Edinburgh Festival and the Hindu ballet 
wffic4 had both betfn already advertised fo take place that 
year at Edinbuigh. Well, I would sooti know. ftl had ONLY 
known ! 'My plane tjtpkspff froiA^^ondqp^Airport on a very 
cold >#inter morning early in the Neve Year, 19^6, and 
shortly after touched down in Paris, where Retna Cartier 
Bresson, my ex*dancing partner, wonderful friehSf, and wife 
of the ftmous photographer met me with Amala, one of the 
■MSSdful girls I had trained and who \d ways appeared in my 
progianunei. 

"San San (her nicknar^ for me), I wisl^I could dance with 
you again, but I have n^ been well. My chest. Send me 
soiiiQ^weets,,^^ San. Oh, and don’t forget to bring me sarit ‘ 
md joss sticks. I remember so well 1938 when we were ii^ 
Malabar at Vallathol’s Dancing Academy preparing to come to 
Europe with a troupck. Oh, hovif I wish 1 could copie with 
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you 1 Her* is something --slipping a s^ll box into my hands 
— ^*and, dffling Saij SSui, promise youll write, take care of 
’yoursdtf . . *" she hu^ed me aSectioi&tely — ^“and if there is 
anything I can do for you let me know." 

“Good-bye, Retna, and thank you for coming. I feel sad 
leaving you, somehow. And you take care of yourself. 
Yes, promise — ^I’ll write. But you progaise that you will 
reply. God bless and remember me in your prjyys. . . . 
Good-bye.” 

Thp most eventful and wonderfyl experience of that flight, 
happened at two o’clock in the morning when I saw, to the 
left of the port side engines, in the darkness of the cabin, a 
wonderful lightning thunderstoAi. It was the most awe- 
inspiring sight I h^^e ever behel<?. We had crossed Italy, and 
were approacbing«Greece, flying ovy Mount Olympus, the 
Mount of the Godsvof Greek mytSplogy, and for those few, 
inteAiittent seconds during a darting spasm of lightning the 
whole scene was illumined* revealing the famous mountain • 
and the clouds and the town and even the sea. » This scene 
flashed before eyes like some Morst signal from pdter 
Space . . . aiid all my recollections and dreamy communion, 
as a child, with tl^ pfeek ^ods came vividly back ^th each 
flash. Suddenly the plane trembled, and shivered, and even 
rocked. And^en the stew ard told me that all would be well, 
there wa^ storm an^we would skirt the worst part of it. 
We were circling it, going to the East. One hour of drama 
in the Heavens, as those Rolls-Royce engines thundSiCd* 
around those daydi ^V>uds. Who knows, perhaps Zeus and 
Adonis with Diana ^d Aphrodite wye giving me a signal and 
warning that they were aware of or perhaps with me in 
what was to come. ... 

I New Delhi . . . and my friends, the Chamanlalls, we e 
there to greet me. “You know how I hate welcoming people 
as mudl^as saying good-byd to diem” . . . and, smiling like a 
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Queen, Helcai Cban6|alall added, **but you arui a special 
friend!” 

"Oh, thanks . . . il’s such a thidll seeing yofL a^dn since’ 
London last year. . . Their car sped into Delhi City and I 
was deposited at a central hotel somewhere near Connaught 
Circus ... I was so died, that after bidding my two friends^ 
good night I went j^p and ^eepily signed a register and then 
went sdri^ht to my room and to sleep. 

When 1 awoke I still thought I was at my flat in London 
. . . but it couldn’t be,^I was greeted for a change by a 
brilliant t>lue sky that peeped at me through the window and 
a bracing wintery wind, cri^p, warm, invigorating. Yes this 
was Delhi, I was in India, fny beloved wonderful homeland. 
And what a marvellous coixfpany I was going to get together, 
with the modest budg^, w^iph Mrs. Pandit assured me the 
Government of India vioiild grant me»for the ballet and 
exhibition that veiy same September in Edinburgh. . . * 

The next few days, weeks, months wasted into each other 
and becama grimy with depression, sadness and a certain 
sense^of futility as fir as my progress, if oAe could call it so, 
■was concerned. I was fighting a baCtlenfor In^an art, with 
nearly t\ifenty years evperiend^ toil in^l sweat behind me 
and die Government of India, in ^e form of the Ministry of 
Education in the persons of its appointed admimstmtors, was 
being difficult, and that is putting it ml]dly. It was whispered 
to me by my friends that sinister forces were working over- 
4R116 against me to ‘sabotage* every effort of mine to dance at 
the Edinburgh Festival. The ‘saboteui|’«L^<^^ told, were 
other Indian dancers who wanted the*^onour of dancing 
abroad, and who were s^tog to it that those with whom they 
coul^puU st(fn^, diat is their friends in die Government df 
India, were doing all they could, in fret, to prevent me froiii, 
dancing there with any support from die Government of 
India or any offier solorce if diat Were at all possible^ 
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At first < did not jjpiow what to n^e of the rumours. 
Surely they could not be jealous of me Jnd stoop to such low 
levels, and even so, was not die Govenunent of Tni 3 ia aware 
of my work, culturally, and as an artist, in the goodwill 
created for India by my dancing as an unofficial Cultural Am- 
bassador in the East, West and Turkty and other countries 
eager to know and learn somethiag aboutsindia? Here is an 
extract from my New Delhi diary of March, 19 

Monday . 10.30. Appointment witlf Official at Ministry of 
Education. 

“Good morning.” 

“Good morning. Ram Gopal,” Aid my friend, “do sit down. 
Tea? Coffee? Cigarette?” 

“Thanks no. You see I’ve already been some time in Delhi. 
Time is so short arid I do want to ggt'^ftrorking on the project 
of re|^esenting, in tHfe best possible manner, like the Chinese, 
Japanese and Russians, jn aspect of our arts, so eagerly looked 
forward to at the Edinburgh Festival. . . .” 

“So you think it's a good idea dancing at this, what did y^u 
call it . . . er , . . Edinburgh Festival?” Ais face clouded. 

“Wonderfid idea in*fa 9 t. ^ve been working, planning, and 
dreaming about it SDi*years^and now^cdilhes the chance to do 
this for our country at the Festival. ITI bring the greatest ever 
credit to |^dia, and surpass anything I’ve ever done previously. 
You’ll see. . . . Oh, anfl yes,” I added, unfastening the zip of 
my leather case, “here are the modest budgets . . . two full 
programmes . . . entirefy different, that is two hours of com- 
pletely differenf c^'vifigs of our Dance and Drama. . . 

I looked up to fin ^ that my words might have been spoken 
to the wind. There was a vacanmook in the eyes of this 
cfficial, whose ^e was rivetted on some cows that ^ere 
•ating grass on a lawn outside the office. There was an icy 
silence. What could be wrong? I asked myself. One would 
have thoiig^t ffiat there waS someffiing sinful anjJ wrcmg about 
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waatii^ to <]ance anj cmte beauty tlie|necUtiln of 

the Oaacel 

A sigb} like an escaping hiss of volcanic steanvissuing from* 
a fissure, came from ^e man across the table. “Ram Gopal, 

I vidll be vciy brutal with you. Very frank, that is my nature 
. . . you see WE are^ot interested in Edinburgh or else- 
where . . . couldn4t care lers, tear up your contract, throw it 
away. .” His eyes blazed at me through two narrowing 
slits of an angry face. 1 sat back stunned, swallowing hju*d. 

“Wha^ do we care about England, the West, Edinburgh. 
You come and dance here in Delhi, dance around India. Go 
to China, go anywhere ycjfi like, but not THERE ..." A 
pause as he gulped, some long since dead pang of his obvious 
European education probab*ly trying to assprt itself like some 
^ost behind that ghaiitl]^, pallor that coiftorted his bigoted 
&ce . . . and then the full venom, ihger, prejudice and 
narrow-minded bigotry of this pf tty official from the Ministry 
of Education asserted itself. When he had finished he said : 
“IJave som% tea . . . you are a great, a very great artist . . . 
come on . . . have*tea. . . .” Behind this pre;|tended polite- 
ness came a look of satisfaction in thSs^beady ciyes. , 

I felt a hurricane %f Ihdignantcfury and pent-up rage well 
up within me. What to do noyv^? Still myself, take deep 
breaths, remember the words and teachings 4 >f Siiri Auro- 
bindo and the sage of Arunachala? Ob else as Krishna says to 
Atjuna when confronted with an enemy, fight? I turned on 
TSm like a flash, and opened up a*hlast, eyes blazing and 
head hot ffelt myself release my ai^i^kadd my point of 
view. 

“You have been frank,Very frank and outspoken, now let 
me you something. I, too, am a very, very frank persoif. ' 
Are you avrare of the hard work, years of service to the cause 

tihe Dance in India both here and abroad, and the suffering 
that I have gqpe throi^h . . . have you heard of wljat I have 
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artofdancl^? Ai^isthistliegreetiiwtel^ODSBylirie 
visit in ten ytan to Delhi? Dance in wdia? I’d love to do 
diat, only I don’t want to be cheated like I was by abscondii^ 
impresarios, so-called, who landed me into £ 12,000 worth 
of deficits. . . . Where are the theatre* for the artists? Where 
are the impresarios? Look at China, Bussia, Japan. An 
artist is given every encouragement. People like yoii can be 
manu^ctured, people like me have tq*be bom . . . bom do 
you Rear me, to dance !” 

After that I said that I had not come to beg /or anything 
personal, it was for the cause of /Rt and India, and I had come 
to ask as an Indian and an artist. *)politics were not my line, 
never interested n%e, never coultf. 

“I’U tell >oj something . .•.• jnypfriend went on, a bit 
shaken that he had got a blast hotter than he had given and 
surprised at my flow of elocjuence. "I’ll do all 1 can to stop 
you from getting i>ny help whatever from the Government, 
and in every othei way. . . 

“Do your \jors^ ... if that’s what y?5u are here foe and 
thank God you’re no* r^resentative of the rest of India . . . 
do your worst . . .^iieSct, go to the4e?!l . . .” and with that 
I got up and walked out. 

I had hcard^hat Mrs. Pandit was due in Delhi, that was a 
great relief. Somethiflg would surely happen now. She 
arrived ... 1 phoned and phoned and finally saw her one 
morning. 

, . . I am ddfh^y4 can . . . but there are difilbulties . . . 
they think your budget is a lot of iq^ney . . . too much in 
fret . . ." she said. 

"But they spent twice that amount of money reem^y in 
•ending a ‘Cultural Delegation’ to China, and I am asking 
' finally for just half that amount, surely, that’s not so much. 

. . . Ju^ look how mud? the Sadlers Well^ the Bolshoi 
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Ballet and other companies like the Chinese get for their 
ballets . . . even Yu^^avia sent two big aeroplanes loaded 
full . . . such a small country but what a budget for art imd 
artists. . . 

1*11 do all I can . . .** were the disheartening words with 
which I left Mrs. Pandit. She was very busy I knew diat. 
Anybody in her petition would be. But I wasn’t making any 
headvira;^ And ballets cannot be created in a few days, it 
would take me months and months of endless rehearsal;). . . . 
Time wap my enemy now • . . what would I do? 

I was discpnsolate ... I was worried and I was in a bad 
state of nerves. I wished^ I could remember the ancient 
teachings and the great truths of Arunachala and Sri Auro- 
bindo, those two great sages of modeme India. But I was 
&cing time . . . and tinit: slipping by and the months were 

slipping closer and closer to the Edinburgh Festival. . . . 
A/i^t was I going to do, what c(}uld I do ? 

1 know what, dear Ram, let’s go and see the Taj by moon- 
li^t. YoU^ve seen it before. But come, we’ll get a car, and 
we’ll go, tomorrow morning, and we’ll see th^ Taj and speak 
to the spirit of Shah Jehan and Miftntaz Mahal and teU 
them^ a» them to %elp us. Also you iriust come to the 
Pearl Tomb set in white marble jn the red sandstone fort of 
Fatehpur Sikhri, and there we will make a vojv a^the tomb 
of the great holy man who procured ^ns for a great Moghul 
Emperor. If he procured sons for him, surely he will give us 
'blessings to see our ‘child’ the Taj cbme to life. Of course, 
it will hav^ to be a miracle . . . but and believe in 

miracles. What? Execrating? Of coizrse the whole diing 
is mad, and the people mad, and the Ministry of Educa- 
tiem Cre craiy to ignore and neglect you.” This was Frieda ’ 
Harris, my dear fHend, speaking. 

And so one evenhig the pale ivory pearl dream that is the 
Taj rose in tjie moemlight, diimmering and wrai)ddike to 
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‘commune^th us’ in spirit, after we had made vows at the 
Mother of rearl Sh|hte» set in ivory at f’atepur Sikhri. 

*’ I left Delhi* sad, bitter and disiH^isioned. I went to 
Bombay, and there Shevanti, Kumudini, Rajani Lakhia and 
Satyavati met and discussed plans in their homes and the home 
of my very dear friend and hostess Ckampak Khanna. They 
woidd go on working together, and, sqjnehow, in every 
possible way we would win through. But how? A?gd where 
would the money come from? My dwftidling resotirces were 
now^^own to nothing. But they jvoVked on and on in the 
terrible humid heat of Bombay. I flew twice^ to Ceylon, 
having been promised financial 3 id from both the Govern- 
ment and private backers. Twice 1 was disappointed. I went 
to Bangalore, scattered flowers dn my mother’s grave, and 
wept and prayed. • I went to ^ep the* Goddess Gaurie, that 
masterpiece in a shrine outside Bangalore where a Holy Sage, 
since passed over, had initiated me in so much wisdom and 
Truth. From Bangalore I flew back to Hyderabad, and thence 
on to Bombay. My mind was made up. A great'Calm and a 
cool acceptance of the inevitable had desbended upon r^e. I 
would retumjto Englondi 

“All of you work evf^i^ single>d2.y and noon aftd night. 
Do what you can to the utmost of your capacity. Soon you’ll 
hear fron^me^ne way or the other,” I told my little faithful 
band of artists in Bon^say. “I’ll fly to London and see what 
can be done from there.” 

And so I found mysdf sailing over Mount Olympus, 'bne 
noon, and I rememb^ied the dark lightning thunderstorm on 
my way out to Indjli, only this tinm the sky was blue and 
there was no storm, all was sunny, ^dly clear as a summer’s 
day. Perhaps that was an omen 1 

My thoughts wandered over the time I had just spent in 
India. I wondered why the Government of bi^a, who had 
asked me to represent theftt in New York and Turkey, had 
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suddenly d«pided not to help me for dancing a| the Edin> 
buigh Festivd? Sur^ the pettiness oV t^at official I had had 
the misfortune to would not affect the decision of the' 
bigger powers in Delhi? 

One advantage of my stay in India was that I was able to 
review the dances andethe state of the theatre and cinema in 
India, and I was appalled by most of what 1 had seen of so- 
called leidian dancing. I had seen a few unspeakably vulgar 
exhibitions of so-calletl Kathak dancing by a male and fpmale. 
Compared to Jai Kumar^, Kartik and Kumudini, they had 
seemed not only brash, but unforgivable, for they incorporated 
the Kathakali technique, Xistruments and expression. The 
chenda and madaUam, two fnagnificent sounding drums, were 
used in close unison with a saxophone ai^' the North Indian 
instruments for thesesgo-cajl^d parodies of Kathak dancing. 
Worst of all, critics, again self-styled, 4iad permitted these 
abortive exhibitions of dancing^ to take place alongside such 
superb and serious performers as Balasaraswati, that supreme 
fenude exponent of Bharata’s ‘Dasi Attam’ or courtesan 
danct: of Tanjore. .*. . 

There were sincere artists, thou^ Aey weae few and far 
betw^eif, but there 4. a» a grea^^eal rymbling frustration 
from the few artists I had met against the exhibitions of the 
many who were flooding the market with tbeir^zheap and 
shoddy recitals. Shankar had left Elelhi in a hi^, under- 
standably so. And without either Shankar or Ram Gopal, 
what I wondered would, could happ&i to the Dance in India 
to which both of us had devoted a lifutpsa df love, devotion 
and dedication? Was ^1 our invaluabl^«experience, gleaned 
in India and abroad wiWregard to the theatre of the world, 
to ga withoiit due recognition, and without any opportunity* 
of passing on our knowledge to the serious minded youngs 
artists? The time, p^haps, I thought, then as now, was not 
yet. One da^. . . perhaps. 
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The httvy mists through which we were flyjng were now 
disappear!^. Th^ sun was shining, the setting sun golden 
and red . . • and below me I caught n^y first glimpse again, as 
so often before, of England. My heart grew warm with love 
and affection for this great land, after all I may have been bom 
in India, but as a follower of the teachings of the Sage of 
Arunachala I felt 1 was a living^human l^eing first, and as a 
citizen and lover of all mankind 1 felt neither %|stem nor 
Wes|em. The plane dipped down, Acing with the crimson 
baU of fire that the s\m had becon^e. 

Formalities over, swiftly and without fuss I was back again 
at home in Hyde Park CresceA. The welcome of my dog 
Simon, and the warmth of the ro^m, with the loving welcome 
of Serafin and Greta Valentine* and Audrey Homan, com- 
pleted my happiness. 

“I am too tired talk. Why? Ji/Vhat? No, my beloveds, 

I di^not get any help from the Government. I don’t suppose 
I shall dance at the Edinburgh Festival. I completely sur- ' 
render and relax in the realisation that ‘God works in many 
ways his wonder? to perform’.” 

“You are •ertainl)%viSly calm about it all. Ram,” added my 
friends. “What a scaitdal ij*will be If ^u don’t appear at the 
Festival, Your performai^cs are sold out, we believe. What 
a great gity.”, 

“Write and tell Nejilru about the ‘pity’ part of it. There is 
nothing, nothing I didn’t try and do there . . . only God and 
a miracle can save us ifbw.” 

The rest of ihoa^jpcks were spent with my very dear friend 
Derek Patmore, ajdirect descender of Coventry Patmore, 
the mystic and writer, in contactuig Mrs. Pandit. But she 
wras even more distant and vague. I felt she hvl trie<lto do 
something . . . but perhaps she was over taxed with phrasing 
responsibilities already. 

]^m§r Brown-Hovelt’ jnd her late mother, Eulalie, had 
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written s<»n^ beautifiil letters and versp about tho effect my 
dancing had had on them. Browsing thfough air old scrap 
book I had come upon them. Bodi the Brown«Hovelts hdd 
been great supporters of my art in England. They lived in 
Hove. “What a pity, Ram. You’ve never stopped troubling 
about ballet ever sine# I can remember. V^y don’t you 
write, act in films^dance alone, it’s you, and only you, the 
public wcift to see, dance solo. But company or not, you 
must dance again in LoAdon. I have a feeling you will.” {loma 
Brown>Hpvelt, now happijy married, sounded optimistic. I 
didn’t. Perl^ps marriage had filled her life with hope and 
happiness. She deserved bo^. 

I distracted myself by going to the pictures and seeing ex- 
hibitions. I met Lady Christobel Abercoqvay who showed 
me some quite pricelesk Mai^ts, Cezannesond Seurats. Hers 
is perhaps the most beauts^ house I hav#seen in London and 
she moved aroimd the place like an ageless Muse, beautiful 
and youthful. 

^ne moAiing, some weeks after I arrived and several days 
after Derek Patmorl and Serozh Dadachanaji, ^e co-author 
of my book on Indian Dancing, hai '4sited with me Mrs. 
Pandit<.aSid discussed^lA gravit^^ (>f thecituation if I did not 
appear at the Edinburgh Festival, jthe telephone rang: “India 
House speaking. Mrs. Pandit had received £2^ooo«from the 
Government of India in response to a*letter of hers. Would 
you come and see us as soon as possible?” 

bin. Pandit had done all she po^ibly could. “You see. 
Ram Gopal^ the very same person wbe^kas^vorked against 
you in Delhi for no r^on whatever &as been sabotaging 
evexylhing 1 attempted d^g in giving the West a glimpse of 
Indian art and lile. You know why? Became I had had him 
removed frocn Wadiington some years ago,” she explained. 
“This money is very, very little for the task ahead, but; take it 
and do vdiat ypu can.” 
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Do wl»t I could? Those words fri^tened me. What 
COULD rdo witlj £a,ooo? Stage a whole full-length two- 
hour ballet, ^so arrange another programme, Dances of India, 
in addition to bringing over sixteen artists from India? To 
bring them by ship would be impossible, by air the only 
solution. After telephoning my nvisical director, Rajani 
Lakhia, in India, to stand by anc^encoun^e the artists work- 
ing in the dance studio in Bombay to work slSl^ harder I 
decided to see my impresario, Sandof Gorlinsky, and have a 
talk with him. I told him exactly what the Indian Govern- 
ment was offering. 

“£2,000. Why, that’s ridiculous. The Chinese, Japanese 
and Russians spend fortunes oif sending abroad, their best 
artists, and is thi% absurd sum sif^posed.to cover everything? 
Well, let’s oce what we can do., I telj^you what. Ram. I will 
conclude arrangements for the Nervi Festival in Italy, then 
you ^ve August for rehearsals in London, Edinburgh for a 
week in September anS I’ll fix the Royal Festival Hall for two ■ 
weeks later. Later, if we’re a success, there is America and 
there is Europe ? . . in fact, there is <he world. . So 
Sandor Gorlinsky intfrocted his travel agents to issue the 
necessary tickets b^^lir m BonA>i^ at £12^ a* head, in 
addition to the extra costvimes and curtains and rehearsals that 
all mo.uQted up in the final accounts to £10,000. 

And Tlien? Little ^kidifferent fates what now? NOW — 
meaning December, after the sensational successes we scored 
at Edinburgh, and at tBe new Festival Hall, London (capacity 
for 3,500). L«o]iit^ back, it was a miracle that God alone 
made all this possible, merely usiiw people, circumstances 
and accessories for the fulfilment of His plan. As ever, every 
iingle dancer and musician, with the o^erS cqpnecte^ with 
i,the show, made their monies and profit. And I am left ^vith 
a neatly stacked bunch of white paper, not Bank of Expand 
notes, but bills and debts 1 * THAT story, as everyone knows. 
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is the theme foxtg of any artiste, such as I, who is imbecile 
enott^ to he^ an unsuWdised, or privately financed, Ballet 
Company I But to twfllt the old saying a litde .Better latd 
than later’ . . . Tve learnt that this is the*iinale to a Herculean 
stru^le to group a company together and keep them work- 
ing and touring, fed and paid, and taken all over India and 
the West: in the eiyl,*! alw^s have bulging scrapbooks with 
rave notiq^dand an empty bank account and writs 1 

However, the work has been done, the pattern followed 
. . . now I look to the fiel<^ of acting, dancing and directing 
pictures aSout India and the West with the big picture com- 
panies of the East and Westf in America, England and Italy 
. . . there bes salvation and the money to pay for the Hindu 
Ballet of Ram Gopal ! . 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Dance <j^ Siva 

H igh up peak in the 4^imala^as one evening I sat 

in mirplet^ solitude. In suc^ a calm and peaceful 
atmosphere my brain was^s^ailed by many thoughts. 
Whaf is the secret of Life ? Why is it that one is never taught 
the simple truths of Ae Mfsters and Yogis whose teachings 
would do so much to help the ^oung avoid the g^eat suffer- 
ings brought upoiT themselves in adult life? 

The Grea^Ones <|bq|it whom I have read so much and, 
luckier still, those igh I 1^ been pi^ileged to meet, how 
near the secret of Truth and Beauty and God have they got? 
My thoi^hts continued. I* was awake and yet in a trance. I 
could s& an3 feel everything, but somehow it was some 
other spirit, from within myself that dominated me. This 
happens to most of us when we allow ourselves to be induced 
by Nature and«sq]^tu^e to relax in the fullest sense of that 
word. I looked ar^nd me at the surrounding peaks, mists 
and valleys, far, far below me. I h^rd the copper tinkle of 
Jp6lls, always attached to the necks of the hes’ds,^as thejbeasts 
jWere driven home for the approaching evening, and the blare 
of trumpets announcing the time for prayer and worship in 
the wooden temples. 


303 



204 KHYTHM IN THE HEAVENS 

Bdow, ah^d, and above me» everything made me seem 
small, insignificant, nothing. And fben I i^pticed titat the im- 
maculate virhite of tbe*teow against the turquoi^ie of the slcy 
was beginning to take on varying and subtle changes and 
tones. And it was there, standing on that peak in the failing 
colours of dusk, as Ork)n, that magical star, became visible 
to my eyes, that n^y^thoug^ts were carried to that supreme 
peak of |Us world, Mount Kailasa, abode of Shiva. That 
great God, the White* yb^i, must be about to perfoi^ his 
sacred evefting dance, the^Dance of the Cosmic Rhythm of 
Nature, f.ife itself, which ^1 the ancient Indian mystics, 
rishis and devas, divine being#, knew so well. Ask as I would, 
none of my dance teachers lould tell me anything about this 
particular dance; an^ I waifted to learn hfw to dance it. I 
wanted the dance to enpres^all the flowing, ceaseless grace 
of the elements of Fire, Air, Earth and Water, and somehow 
to convey the spirit of God in His divine mercy, taking into 
His arms all of ^e sorrow of humanity*and lifting them up to 
heavoi, restoring them to their final purity and peace. 

then, as if in & flash, I was transportefl, in my mind, to 
Moimt Kailasa itself, and with a senre^of exaltation, in my 
inner vjsk>n, or with*«n^ third S^e of intuition (said to be 
situated in the middle of the forehead) 1 witnessed, amid the 
grandeur of the sunset in the Himalayas, this yiystif .dance. 
An old Sanskrit text says, *The Suprei^e intelligence dances 
widiin the Soul.” That great orb of fire was sinking fast into 
the ihists of the Cosmos, and the cloifds and the mountains. 
The snow grew deep purple. . Shaking^ myself out of the 
exalted mood that had gome upon me, ^ walked down the 
pathway to my abode, situated half-way down that mountain- 
side, ;(p a be|UtiAil orchard of cherry and apple trees. An<k 
that was how I created my Dance of the Setting Sun, feeling a, 
‘presence* descend u^n me, the presence of that 'Great 
Yogif Siwi himself, perhaps at that ^eiy moment meditating in 
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Kailasa itself. Aad when I dance the ‘Sandhya Nritta Murti’ 
The Dandh of th^ Setting Sun, I try to rev^ visibly the 
moments o^ truth that these great ss^es have realised. Let 
me tell you what a member of 'that great dark mass’, the 
audience wrote of this dance : 

"A stage muffled in black velvet, th^ pearl glow of one 
soft light . . . and within its gleam ... his bod)^taut with 
qi^vering muscles and lithe sinuoiA movements. . . . The 
Sreat Lord Siva, the Creator, at the peaceful Close of the 
day, amidst the harmony of ^e sea and its waves, the four 
winds and the stars, arises and performs his*Dance of the 
Setting Sun in all its fieiy gloi^. 

“A sobbing flute stirs the Vapoury of time. Soft, sad, 
insistent. r<‘oup deep shadq-^^s th% melody steals, its sad’ 
ness a living thing. Clutching The meshes of Time it gently 
rdlls back the aeons of Time . . . fold upon fold. The 
melody lingers . .* it rises and it falls in rhythm with the 

heart beats of all time. Softly the haunting slfrain lii^ers 
. . . quivers as*it floats into a diminuendo of tendemgss. . . 
far, far a^vay, it li^^vs . . . beyond Space, at the edge of 
Time. 

‘There was neither ftdstence nor non-Existence, 

“rte Kiftgdom of Air nor the Sky beyond. 

What was there to contain, to cover in — 

Was it but vast ynfathomed depths of water? 

There 'v^ fibadeath there, nor Immortali^, 

No Sun was fiiere, dividing Qny from Night. 

Then was there only THAT, resting within Itself? 
Apart from IT there was not anything. 

At first within the Darkness, veiled in Darkness, 
Chaos unknowable,'\he All lay hid. 
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Till straight away from formless void, made manifest 
By the great Power of Heat, was t>o^ that gdrm.’ 

Rig*Veda XI, 29. Hymn of Creation 

“Silence . . . mists . . . vapours, shadows, formless and 
' dark. A tremor and judder — a vibrating crash . . . the 
dancer, the dani^tand the melody fuse into the Eternal 
Flame ^ding within its wmte heat, the glow and the germ 
of Life. The music 'pours in a torrent, it becomes the 
rushing River of Life with its throbbing story of Birth, 
Fulfilment and Death. Crimson and gold, life quickens 
and pulsateL The element leave . . . waters flow, petals 
unfurl and far up in the heavens shines a lone star . . . 
iron-^-ed. Fantasy, pioventbnt and colour^ (he dancer spins 
into the beat and th^rhytlpn of the mo^ds. Ecstasy . . . 
passion . . . enchantment*. . . the smouldering movements 
glow. Relentlessly the thin silver melody pierces ^n a 
thousand different angles . . . pouring in livid streaks the 
red flame^f love and the white pain of life. A movement 
a^j^e with Light. ‘Around the fire whirl the forces of life. 
Elemental in their fury, unhamets^, unclS|:cked, they 
hurl ^Jfcmselves oillr.^om thd^botft:i{nlcss depths. The 
winds scream, the Waters crash in mighty waves. Leaping 
and swirling, they spring into space, tearing very 
heavens down to their tempestuous^ bosom. The music 
sweeps on up ... up into a tornado of victory. 

‘^11 is calm, the storm has passed . . . the waters sub- 
side. Thechapsody in amber ^d gol 4 fad^Staway into the 
dim velvety shadows. ^Silently the misfi rise and vapours 
melt. Far up in the sky the star is dead. On the river of 
life {|o rippjes taress the waters ... no marks are left of| 
storms and tempests or Victory. LIFE IS ILLUSION . . . 
LOVE . . . Fulfilment and Dea^ . . . but a dream within a 
dream. 
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"A sobbing flute ^urs out its melody . . its sweetness 
lingers, f'ising ar^ falling in rhythm with the lieartbeats of 
all time, i^oftly its haunting strairf follows . . . sadly it 
quivers as it dies away into a diminuendo of exquisite 
tenderness . . . far, far away it flows to the edge of time 
... to the ETERNAL SUNSET.; 

Who wrote these impressions? A lady in Colcffq|;>o, Mrs. 
Fried| Fernando. 

Fibinrich Zinuner, in his Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and 
Civilisation expresses very clearW the image of Siva^s dances. 
As in all the main schools of Iimian dancing there are pure 
rhythmic and symbolic dances of Siva I feel that^ this great 
Occidental schoUv’s observation? simpl}^ convey the meaning 
of Siva’s sacred dafices. Zimmej says 

Dancing is an ancient form of magic. The dancer 
becomes ampl''iecl "into a being endowed with supra- 
normal powers. His personality is transfonped. Like 
Yoga, the danc^ induces trance, ecstasf, the experience of 
the Diviney the rea^sation of one’s own secret nature, and 
finally, mergence imo t^ Divineawsence. In Inflia, con- 
sequently, the dance has flourished side by side with the 
teri^£|^aus1jprities of the meditating grove-fasting, breath- 
ing exercises, absolve introversion. To work magic, to 
put enchantments upon others, one has first to put en- 
chantment on oneself. And this is effective as well bf the 
dance as by fasting and meditation, fliva, there- 

fore, the Arch t>gt of the Gods,, is necessarily also the 
Master of the Dance. 

I "The dance is an act of creation. It brfiigs^bout ^ new 
situation and summons into the dancer a new and higher 
personality. It has a cosmogenic function, in thab it 
arouses dormant enei^eis which then may shape the world. 
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On a iiniversal scale, Siva is the Cosmiis Dancer; in his 

t t 

'Dancing Manifestation’ (Nritya-muitj) he eihbodies in 
himself and simultafteously gives manifestatiqn to eternal 
' eneigy. The forces gathered and projected in his frantic, 
ever-enduring gyration, are the powers of the volition, 
maintenance and dissAlij[tion of the world. Nature and all 
its creatures are^he effec| of his eternal dance. Fire is the 
elemeijt %f the destruction of the world. At the close of 
tlie 'Kali Yuga’ fire VY’ill annihilate the body of creation, to 
be itself^hen quenched by the ocean of the void.” 

And so the' Dance of Life moves on. All of life is effort and 
concentration and ideals acMeved with no little diffictilty. 

I had felt this so sy*ongly When I made ai'in^ tour of India 
in 1946—47. Restlessiksss v«^ again upon me like a goad, 
compelling me to move on, to 'give’ thraugh the dance what 
I must to fulfil myself as an artist, as all artists must at ^ome 
time or another. The dark lights had now lifted from the 
world, desKxiction was over and Mars, the War God, had 
retire^l to his spoils! This was Siva, life it^blf, for from that 
destruction a new order of life wi»ujd come» into being. 
TherO wCuld be a neawcreation*,of liiW in the wo“ld. But 
somehow, beautiful as was the first spring after the war in 
India, my heart had known of deatk and loss and trag^Y, and 
the fickleness of friendship and trust',, and happy as I was, 
nothing could ever be the same. I was growing, all of life is 
groM^, and the war had prematurely aged so much in the 
hearts of its living victims. All perhaps d, process and pattern 
of God, in which Tim^ alone would r^eal the reasons of 
why and when and how? 

bdi^ was pioVing into a new age, her age. The right tq^ 
freedom Gandhi had proved at last, so that love could triumpho 
ovenarms. He won Jiis war with the spirit of love. The West, 
had technicdly ‘won’ its war with arms, but sank deeper into 
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further frustratian and distrust, because her mediods of 
‘winning’ her war% unlike those of Gandhi, ha<l only set the 
chess-board 4)f politics for further warAt some time to come, 
because her whole principle was wrong. Personally, I had 
won the love of that ^eat public in my country by. dancing 
and working for them through t^e«medium of the Dance 
resurrected from a deep sleep of oblivion. But I had my 
enemies. 

I h^rd so many stories about myseX spread by rivals, even 
frdhi some of the female pupils I had taken such paths to make 
into dancers. And then, too, there was a section of the public 
whom every artist finds is alwaj^ ready to believe the wprst. 
When all these ‘stories’ were rejfeated so often to me by my 
friends I woul<i always remember the^ great words -of the 
masters, llie greatiphilosophies ff thea[jita,.that Song of God, 
and iraore them alh Every man*of the theatre has enemies 
and friends. But is it really important what one’s detractors 
say? Perhaps tb'‘y can teac^ one many truths in their own ■ 
way. After all, a few of the world’s greatest masters and re- 
deemers from Lofd Jesus Christ doAvn tc^ Gandhi, in oiy 5 vm 
time, have alf had the^iiill share and sacrifice at man’s hands. 

If I had to live mjf^ife ^ over agaas, I think I vtould still 
like to be a dancer and ‘give’ that beauty that overwhelms 
me w]j|||^ I <kyice. Up till now the Dance of Life, the theatre 
and beauty, have befn my life-long purpose for living and 
working and learning and creating through the medium* of 
my dance: not only a*repetition of mere technique, devoid 
of ‘inner realigatia^’y but also to seek new avenues for using 
that technique inftelling stories ^d dances and creating 
ballets that are something more than just a mere repetition of 
(^e past. Every creative artist has to contfibuje, reej'eating 
tfrom old forms, new patterns, based on the old but living 
■with the Truth of the present. That very same intensi^ of 
feeling for the Dance was Vhat drove me dien, so long ago as 



.210 


RHYTHM IN THE HBAYENS 


a little boy, and drives me, now, as a max, to "remind the 
whole worM by my dance” of the truths hidden*within the 
soul of man and revealed to him by the vision of];>eauty whi(3i 
I iiave glimpsed within my own soul. * 

India,. Burma, Malaya, Java, China, die Phillipines and 
Japan and Hawaii, what'i glorious memory the mention of 
those countries inches wi^in my mind. How much beauty 
and art wis revealed to me by their temples, books and 
philosophies ; and bov^ I danced with all the fire and ^ergy 
of my wltole body to give them the best within myself 
through die dance. 

“Giving is getting, my sorf — said my mother. “Remember 
that when one dies, it’s what one has given away in beauty 
and lave that one t^kes with oneself, fos ^ese are incor- 
ruptible and etenjal.” 

My tours of India and, the Far East, anriched me beyond 
words in spirit and vision. And the East being one half df this 
world’s circle, it was completed only when I toured so widely 
in England America, France, Sweden, Denmark, Holland, 
Finld|nd and Norway, as also Switzerland and Turkey. 
Ireland has always held a special placr in my heact, for it was 
Annie Btsant, a spifiNd youn^^wornvi from there, who 
taught India to be spiritually free. 

Seasons of dance in London, New York, Parjs. FJ^ filled 
with enriching experiences I was. •pf course, what the 
public does not see are the hazards, untold physical fatigue 
invoked in these world tours, and Miat the lack of finance 
can mean tckan artist. From out front ^%pkture has to be 
perfect. Indeed, it is oi|^y in the ‘backsti^o^’ of life that the 
tremendous suffering and trials are seen by the few,* mis- 
undei|tood l^y the many, and sanctified by the ‘elect’, thos% 
wonderful friends who, because of their Belief in what onei 
is tiffing to do, help unselfishly. 

All my tours after the war in (he great countries of the 
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onlyaCoMnned my bdief that the role of the 
is In ‘even^ore vital and important one than ever 
before. For^the Mirror of Gestures t^t an audience sees in 
the dance is a medium far more potent because of its visual 
appeal to the heart and mind of man. And it is ther^ that the 
artist can make an a^eal to man''s^ighest nature, to turn 
from the darker instincts of war and l^e, which seem to 
engulf and confuse so much of the world with a sifspicion and 
evil t|iat must inevitably bring destruction. In Lonaon, Paris 
and New York, and in all the great countries of ^his world, 
groups of dancers, visiting one^nother’s countrie? from the 
East and the West, can do so mirahmore than mbre politicians 
who, try as they may, never sedin to solve the problems of 
the world becay^ of their ignorance of spiritual vahaes and 
truth. If onl^ th^ would read the ohl te^s of God’s chosen 
men on earth. If only ... if oifly, . . . That is why it is in 
the Dance of Life, the Dance of Siva, that the world reflect- 
ing itself in a mir-or, as it vrore, can, through the Dance, find , 
one unerring medium of bringing about a uiaiversfil sympathy 
and admiration, dnd that is a begiiming.*. . . 

The soul^f man isgetemal, but to manifest the eternal 
principle, it has to^ileep^incamatii^g in a physical body. 
Christ, the divine spirit, Said : “I come as the example for all 
men,^^ not an exception, which is often forgotten.” But 
the soul of mankind ly» to learn its own lessons and so before 
each reincarnation it is given the earthly path it must tkke 
in order to continue its development. 

There are i|p ^i^idents’ ^n life. How little this is imder- 
stood when so ^fstantly is heard ‘if’ one had done some- 
thing, or ‘if’ something had happened. One has to use one’s 
resources, naturally, but no man can prevent t^e hov^ when 
his soul is withdrawn from the earth or when it choosi s to 
reincarnate. Christ said ; ‘TTie Kingdom of Heaven is within” 
and those' two great sages* of India, Ramana Maharishi and Sri 
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said tfaat>tl>i^«ldei^^ 

ttateii^^' Jsnv^aiiAlai'dM Lda: : "I shall mt drink 

<^aMt,of it anew with you 

ixvl», music, 

ittenom ar,pMi<^JiW(fVai'’WWM''«(ta^,^ in my 
dictionary it woid(|iheadrthe artist 'iraolly ddlibtttid to God’s 
teaching, whether it comes from the East or the West. For 
it is then,* and onl) the» , that the artist transcends natlo^lity 
and remincK the world of the immortality of beauty, which is 
Truth and Cod. Pei haps they.,>reat dance traditions of Japan, 
Bali, Java, Tibet and India ha\e survived throi^^tout the 
centuries, because they iisOl a foimahscd technique for ex- 
pressiaj the written truths^of the gieal philosophers who 
wiote the ‘Words of Commandments’. Xhe great tradition 
of the ballet in Europe has y et to use its form for clothing old 
tiuths and expressing them in dance diamas. 




